























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































Gemma	 31	 3	 Yes	 12	months	 2	weeks’	annual	leave	 $20,000-
$40,000	
Part	time	













Natalie	 36	 2	 No	 5	weeks’	
unpaid	leave	
N/A	 $80,000+	 Full	time,	flexible	start	&	
finish	times,	can	work	from	
home	
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1.	How	do	families	use	paid	parental	leave,	and	how	well	does	it	advance	
their	interests?	
	
1.1	How	does	the	availability	of	paid	parental	leave	affect	planning	before	and	
during	pregnancy?		To	what	extent	do	prospective	parents	take	it	into	account?	
All	participants	were	aware	before	getting	pregnant	that	paid	parental	leave	was	
available.		Several	participants	worked	in	human	resource	roles,	and	therefore	
had	a	knowledge	of	the	scheme	that	may	be	above	that	of	the	average	individual.		
Gemma,	who	works	in	a	different	industry,	and	whose	first	pregnancy	was	
unplanned,	was	less	aware	of	the	details	of	the	scheme:	
	
“Like,	I	knew	that	there	was	a	year	of	maternity	leave,	but	I	didn’t	know	about	
how	long	you	got	paid,	I	didn’t	know,	you	know,	that	they	had	to	keep	your	job	
open	or	anything	like	that,	um,	I	found	all	that	out	pretty	quickly,	um,	and	a	lot	of	
that	was	through	emails	and	things	like	that.		And	talking	to	my	mum.		But	other	
than	that,	I	was	living	my	life,	I	didn’t	even	–	kids	didn’t	even	factor	into	it.		Yeah,	
never	thought	about	it.”	(Gemma)	
	
Katie	also	wasn’t	sure	of	her	financial	entitlements	prior	to	going	on	leave,	and	
assumed	she	might	receive	her	full	amount	of	pay	–	discovering	that	this	was	not	
the	case	led	to	a	last-minute	financial	scramble.	
					Most	participants	expressed	some	level	of	uncertainty	when	discussing	how	
well	prepared	they’d	felt	before	having	children.		Many	mentioned	
underestimating	the	financial	and	personal	demands	of	having	children:		
	
“Um,	well,	yeah,	I	think	I	was	a	bit	crap	really!	Because	I’d	never	actually	wanted	
kids,	and,	then	I	met	my	husband,	it	was	all	like	‘oh	I	love	you,	I	want	to	have	
babies,’	yeah.	And	I	think	–	and	to	start	off	with,	[husband]	and	I	both	worked,	
when	[first	child]	was	born,	and	he	reduced	down	to	4	days	a	week,	and	I	was	
working	four	days	a	week	here	at	Company	Y,	so,	like,	I	would	have	Mondays	off,	
he	would	have	Fridays	off,	and	then,	you	know,	and	we	just	thought,	‘oh,	we’re	
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fabulous,’	you	know,	21st	century	parents,	sharing	everything,	yada	yada,	yeah,	
and	then	financial	realities	sink	in.”	(Angela)	
“Definitely	figure	it	out	as	it	happens,	yep.		Um,	I	didn’t	set	myself	any	ideas	or	
goals	or	plans,	it	was	just,	take	it	as	it	comes,	yep.”	(Isabelle)	
	
Elizabeth	in	particular	mentioned	the	difficulty	in	preparing	for	the	arrival	of	a	
second	child:	
	
	“Um,	but	trying	to,	trying	to	save	enough	–	especially	when	you’ve	already	got	a	
kid	that’s	in	preschool,	and	you’re	already	working	reduced	hours,	trying	to	save	
enough	for	that	second	lot	of	parental	leave,	it’s	flipping	impossible.		It’s	really	
tough.		And	we	just	didn’t,	we	just	got	to	the	end,	and	we	kind	of	had	our	head	in	
the	sand	a	bit,	and	it	was	like,	shit,	we’ve	got	no	money	left,	I’m	going	to	have	to	
go	back	to	work.”		(Elizabeth)	
	
Elizabeth	also	discussed	the	way	in	which	the	availability	of	paid	parental	leave	
had	affected	the	planning	of	her	family.		She	had	been	made	redundant,	and	then	
changed	jobs	twice	within	a	year,	which	due	to	the	length	of	employment	
requirements	in	the	PPLA,	meant	that	she	would	have	been	ineligible	to	receive	
paid	parental	leave:	
	
“So	we	really	wanted	to	try	for	our	second	baby	but	I	kept	having	to	put	it	off	
because	of,	because	I	knew	that	that	fourteen	weeks	was	too	much	money	to	not	
have,	I	wouldn’t	be	able	to	do	it.		And	it	really,	really	annoyed	me	and	upset	me	
that	I’m	planning	my	family	and	the	age	gaps	in	my	siblings	was	reflective	of	
having	–	of	that	sort	of	red	tape	stuff.”	(Elizabeth)	
	
1.2	How	much	leave	is	taken	in	total?	
The	length	of	leave	taken	by	participants	varied.		Notably,	the	two	participants	
(Isabelle	and	Natalie)	who	had	taken	parental	leave	prior	to	the	introduction	of	
the	PPLA	had	much	shorter	leave	periods	than	other	participants,	of	5	weeks	and	
8	weeks	respectively.		Under	the	PPLA,	the	length	of	leave	ranged	from	4	months	
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(for	Angela)	to	12	months	(for	Gemma).		This	range	is	indicative	of	the	wide	
range	of	factors	that	parents	consider	when	deciding	how	much	parental	leave	to	
take	–	it	is	very	much	an	individual	decision,	and	hence	there	is	a	great	deal	of	
variety	in	the	length	of	leave.	
						
1.3	What	kinds	of	factors	are	important	to	parents	when	deciding	when	to	go	back	
to	work?	
The	most	obvious	factor,	and	one	mentioned	by	all	participants,	was	financial:	
namely,	how	long	their	family	could	afford	to	be	without	their	income.		For	most	
participants,	this	was	ultimately	the	deciding	factor	when	deciding	when	to	
return	to	work:	
	
“…we	always	knew	that	I	would	be	going	back	to	work,	you	know,	after	only	sort	
of	four	months	or	so,	because	that	was	about	the	most	we	could	sort	of	be	
without	the	income.”	(Angela)	
“It	was	all	financial,	yeah,	it	was	just	purely	financial.		We	needed	to	have	two	
incomes	coming	in,	and	so	we’d	taken	a	break	for	as	long	as	we	could,	um,	and,	
even	weighing	up	the	cost	of	childcare,	it	was	still	going	to	be	better	for	me	to	be	
back	at	work.”	(Caroline)	
“And	then	I	think	we	also	found	it	quite	hard	because	I	had	been	working,	gone	
down	to	part	time	working	after	having	our	first	child	so	our	income	was	lower,	
so	it	was	much	harder	to	save	for	that	unpaid	parental	leave,	much	much	harder.		
So	we	actually	really	struggled	in	that	time,	and	I	had	to	come	back	to	work	
probably	sooner	than	I	would	have	liked,	I	came	back	when	[second	child]	was	
nine	months	old.”	(Elizabeth)	
	
However,	other	factors	were	also	important	to	participants.		One	was	the	
personal	desire	to	go	back	to	work:	
	
“I’m	not	that	kind	of	person,	you	know,	as	much	as	I	love	my	kids	there’s	times	
when	it’s	driven	me	nuts.		I	would	have	liked	at	most	a	year,	but	it	never	really,	I	
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never	felt	…what’s	the	word,	I	never	felt	aggrieved	that	I	had	to	go	back	at	four	
months.”	(Angela)	
“I	kind	of	got	to	the	point	where,	you	know,	we	were	having	lots	of	fun,	um,	but	
also	it	was	kind	of,	I	needed	to…I	needed	to	do	both,	you	know?	I	kind	of	wanted,	
yeah,	I	needed	to	get	back	into	the	workforce.”	(Caroline)	
“The	other	thing	was	that	I	was	really	quite	keen	that	I	didn’t	want	to	lose	my,	
um,	my	job	and	my	role,	you	know,	my	professional	qualifications	and	that	kind	
of	thing,	I	was	just	starting	to	step	into	my	stride	and	I	didn’t	want	to	lose	that.”	
(Caroline)	
“…I	would’ve	been	ready	to	come	back	to	work	at	one	year,	um,	anyway,	um,	just	
because	I,	just	because	I	like	being	at	work	and	like	that	extra	thing	in	my	life,	um,	
but	definitely	part	time.”	(Elizabeth)	
“A	year	was	just	right	for	me,	like,	I	do	need,	I	think	I	do	need	to	go	back	to	work	
for,	um,	social	purposes,	it’s,	um,	I	think	it’s	important	to	have	time	away	from	
your	kids	too.”	(Gemma)	
	
Katie	had	taken	five	years	off	from	the	paid	workforce	when	her	elder	two	
children	were	born,	but	had	found	being	a	stay-at-home	mum	very	tough,	and	
had	suffered	from	depression	during	that	time.		Consequently,	she	decided	to	
return	to	work	after	six	months	when	her	youngest	child	was	born,	knowing	that	
it	was	important	for	her	own	mental	wellbeing.			
					Another	point	brought	up	was	that	it	was	important	that	leave	was	long	
enough	for	babies	to	be	older	and	more	settled:	
	
“…having	a	year	off,	generally	by	the	time	babies	are	a	year	old	they’re	sleeping	a	
lot	better	as	well,	I	think	the	first	nine	months	is	just	–	some	babies	are	really	
good	at	their	sleep,	but	the	majority	of	babies	are	just	like,	good	sleep	patterns,	
bad	sleep	patterns,	so	you	get	moments	where	you’re	like	‘yay,	my	baby’s	
sleeping!’	and	then	one	month	later	they’re	not.		So	I	could	not	imagine	going	
back	to	work	at	12	weeks,	you	know,	three	months,	four	months,	five	months.”	
(Gemma)	
“…I	think	it	is	important	to	have	that	first	six	months.		I	know	that	I,	I	mean	I	just	
couldn’t	function	you	know,	probably	even	when	I	came	back	after	four	months,	I	
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probably	shouldn’t	have	been	back	at	work	just	from	the	sleep	deprivation	and	
everything.			
So	you	reckon	six	months	just	to	get	into	the	state	where	the	baby’s	more	
settled	and	you	can,	yeah.	
Exactly,	yeah.		And	just	things	are	like	‘oh	yeah,	this	is	cool,	baby	is	part	of	the	
family.”	(Angela)	
	
1.4	What	kind	of	leave	do	partners	take?		What	is	the	decision-making	process	
around	this?	
Under	the	PPLA,	the	partner	of	a	new	parent	is	able	to	take	two	weeks	of	unpaid	
leave	when	a	child	is	born.		While	all	partners	took	some	leave	around	the	birth	
of	their	child,	none	of	them	used	the	PPLA	entitlement,	with	finances	being	the	
main	reason	–	at	an	already	financially	precarious	time,	families	couldn’t	afford	
to	lose	another	two	weeks’	income.		Instead,	partners	took	a	variety	of	paid	
leave:	some	used	annual	leave,	some	used	domestic	sick	leave,	and	some	
received	discretionary	leave	from	their	employer.			
					Also	under	the	PPLA,	a	parent	is	able	to	transfer	some	of	their	leave	
entitlement	over	to	their	partner.		However,	no	participants	did	this.		The	only	
male	partner	who	undertook	primary	caregiving	of	their	child	in	the	first	year	
was	Katie’s;	however,	this	decision	was	mostly	based	on	the	flexible	and	part-
time	nature	of	his	work.		For	all	other	participants,	the	only	parent	to	undertake	
full-time	caregiving	was	the	mother.	
					Participants	gave	a	few	reasons	why	they	did	not	choose	to	transfer	any	of	
their	leave	entitlement,	or	have	their	partner	undertake	full-time	care.		Some	
never	really	discussed	the	alternative:	
	
“[I]t	wasn’t	ever	discussed,	it	was	just,	I	would	take	the	time,	I	would	apply,	
because	I’d	be	the	one	at	home	with	the	baby	&	stuff.”	[Angela]	
“It	was	really	just	always	going	to	be	me,	because,	because	I	was	only	off	for	six	
months	as	well,	and	with	the	whole	feeding	and,	it	just	wasn’t	going	to	work.”	
(Caroline)	
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Others	described	it	as	a	straightforward	decision	based	on	financial	reasons:	
	
“No,	because	we	just	thought,	because	we	couldn’t	afford	for	me	to	take	too	long,	
we	really	needed	me	to	be	stretched	out	as	long	as	possible	so	that	the	kids	didn’t	
have	to	go	to	preschool	any	earlier.		We	would	have	loved	for	him	to	be	able	to	
have	like	a	month	at	home,	that	would	have	been	incredible.”		(Elizabeth)	
	
Gemma	and	her	partner	did	discuss	the	possibility	of	him	taking	some	of	the	
leave,	but	ultimately	decided	to	prioritise	breastfeeding:	
	
“Because	[partner]	and	I	toyed	with	me	going	back	to	work	and	him	staying	at	
home	for	the	second	half,	but	I	like	to	breastfeed	for	that	first	sort	of	nine	
months,	so	it	was	like,	well,	do	I	come	home	to	breastfeed	–	that	was	the	hardest	
thing,	like,	if	you	have	to	breastfeed,	well,	how	do	you	do	it?		Like,	how	do	you	
breastfeed	and	work?		You	can’t	really,	unless	your	child…you	could	do	mixed	
feeding,	the	morning	and	night	and	then	bottle	–	but	if	you	get	a	child	like	this	
one,	who	refused	the	bottle	from	the	get	go,	you	don’t	have	a	choice.”	(Gemma)	
	
1.5	How	satisfied	are	parents	with	the	current	leave	scheme,	particularly	the	
amount	and	length	of	payments?	
Unsurprisingly,	all	participants	would	have	liked	the	amount	of	payments	and	
their	duration	to	have	been	higher:		
	
“I	mean,	it	has	to	be	at	a	decent	standard.		Just	so	that	women	actually	feel	like	
they’ve	got	the	option,	so	if	you	want	to	come	back	to	work	at	six	months,	yeah	
that’s	great,	or	if	you	want	to	have	done	a	bit	more	planning	and	saved	money	or	
whatever	and	stay	off	for	the	whole	year,	then	you	can.”	(Angela)	
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The	general	feeling	about	the	current	amount	of	payments	was	that	it	was	just	
enough	to	get	by	on,	but	it	was	still	tough	for	young	families,	particularly	in	the	
period	of	unpaid	leave:	
	
“…more	would	have	been	nice,	like,	what	you’re	actually	getting	paid	would	have	
been	nice,	but	it’s,	it	was	enough	that,	you’d	be	broke	but	you	could	pay	your	
bills.		You	know	what	I	mean?		And	if	that’s	the	way	it’s	got	to	be,	then	that’s	the	
way	it’s	got	to	be.”	(Elizabeth)	
“If	your	partner’s	got	a	good	income	it’s	fine,	but	if	you’re	on	an	average	$60,000	
income,	and	you’ve	got	bills…we’re	really	lucky	that	we’re	renting	from	my	
parents	so	we	have	a	really	low	rent,	if	we	had	to	pay	a	mortgage,	there	is	no	way	
I	could	afford	to	come	out	for	a	coffee	or,	um,	our	groceries	would	be	really	
budgeted,	like,	we’re	quite	lucky	that	we	can	have	a	decent	amount	of	money	for	
food	and	things	like	that,	but	things	like	Christmases	and	birthday	presents	and	
things	like	that,	you	just	wouldn’t	have	the	extra	cash	for	them.		It	would	be	a	real	
struggle,	a	real	struggle.”	(Gemma)	
	
However,	Isabelle	and	Natalie’s	experiences	with	receiving	no	paid	parental	
leave,	and	hence	going	back	to	work	at	eight	weeks	and	five	weeks	respectively,	
indicate	that	the	current	scheme	is	allowing	parents	to	stay	home	with	their	
children	longer:	
	
“So	the	first	time,	I	was	very	young,	so	I	was	21	when	I	had	my	first	child,	and	my	
partner	at	the	time,	he	didn’t	want	me	to	take	much	time	off	work,	we’d	just	
bought	a	house,	so	he	was	very,	um,	forceful	in	me	going	back	to	work	full	time	
when	my	baby	was	about	8	weeks	old.”	(Isabelle)	
“I	think	if	I	didn’t	have,	like,	my	sister,	who	brought	my	daughter	in	for	feeds	and	
stuff,	you	know,	I	wouldn’t	have	been	able	to	actually	sustain	it,	and	yeah,	you	
know,	it’s	just	too	hard.		Like,	it’s	too	hard	to	work	full	time,	and	actually	raise	
your	children	–	actually,	it’s	too	much,	you	need	a	proper	break,	and	you	need	
time	with	your	baby,	like,	because	I	felt	like	I	was	just	a	milking	machine,	when	I	
got	home,	I	was	like,	OK,	I’ve	got	to	prepare	enough	milk	for	the	baby	for	the	next	
day	in	case	an	emergency	happens	and	she	can’t	come	into	work	or,	you	know?		
And	so	I	just	spent	most	of	my	time	either	working	or	at	home	making	milk	for	
the	baby.”	(Natalie)	
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Summary:	how	do	families	use	paid	parental	leave?		What	role	do	gender	equity	
considerations	play?	
The	current	legislation	does	appear	to	be	allowing	parents	to	stay	home	with	
their	babies	longer	than	they	would	otherwise	be	able	to.		However,	all	families	
experienced	a	drop	in	income	during	this	time,	and	consequently	still	
experienced	financial	difficulties	that	shaped	their	decision-making.	
						Ultimately,	how	families	chose	to	use	the	parental	leave	legislation	came	
down	to	a	balancing	act	between	their	finances	and	what	was	in	the	best	
interests	of	their	children:	most	took	the	maximum	amount	of	leave	they	could	
afford	in	order	to	give	their	children	the	most	amount	of	time	at	home	with	them.				
Even	those	participants	who	talked	about	their	own	desire	to	go	back	to	work	
framed	this	as	still	ultimately	in	the	best	interests	of	their	family:	
	
“…at	the	[daycare]	centre,	they’ve	got	people	who	are	purely	devoted	to	being	
with	them,	and	they	can	run	and	paint	and	music	and	slam	about	and	jump	and	
all	those	kinds	of	things,	which,	I,	when	I	was	at	home	I	couldn’t	do,	because	there	
were	all	the	other	pressures	of,	where’s	the	dinner	and	have	you	cleaned	and	
meh	meh	meh	and	that	kind	of	thing	…	and	so	whilst	people	go	‘merh’	it	really	
worked	for	us,	it	worked	for	our	philosophy	on,	you	know,	getting	the	kids,	they	
were,	like	I	say,	easily	sociable	and	the	teachers	adored	them	and	you	know,	so	it	
was	all	good.”	(Caroline)	
	
Katie	also	discussed	this	issue	in	light	of	the	depression	she	had	experienced	as	a	
stay-at-home	parent.			
					No	participants	explicitly	mentioned	gender	equity	as	being	an	important	
factor	in	the	decision-making	process	around	parental	leave:	what	was	best	for	
the	family	as	a	whole	took	priority.		Some	participants	–	notably	Caroline	–	
discussed	their	desire	to	return	to	work	sooner	rather	than	later,	in	order	to	
minimise	the	impact	on	their	own	career,	which	does	demonstrate	an	element	of	
equity-based	decision-making.		However,	in	the	period	of	paid	parental	leave,	
there	was	no	evidence	of	deliberate	efforts	to	involve	fathers	in	primary	
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caregiving	in	an	attempt	to	‘spread’	the	impact	of	having	children	on	careers.		It	
is	notable	that	only	one	partner	(Katie’s)	undertook	full-time	care	of	their	child,	
and	that	was	a	mainly	pragmatic	decision	based	on	the	flexible	nature	of	his	
work.			
						
	
2.	How	do	families	use	the	legislation	to	re-integrate	back	into	the	
workforce?	
	
How	supportive	are	workplaces	of	pregnant	employees?	
Most	participants	reported	having	a	positive	experience	in	the	workplace	while	
pregnant:	
	
“Yeah,	[manager]	was	really	good.		So	I’ve	had	no	issues	with	wanting,	you	know,	
when	I	need	to	leave,	needing	time	off	for	maternity	appointments	and	all	that	
sort	of	stuff,	I’ve	really	had	no	issues	whatsoever.		It’s	been	easy	for	me,	so.		
They’ve	been	pretty	understanding.”	(Gemma)	
“And	so,	you	never	felt,	because,	we	are	generally	a	team	of	generally	females,	
and	so,	um,	it	was	kind	of,	there	was	never	a	sense	of,	it	was	more	a	sense	of	
celebration	of	the	whole	fact	that	there	was	another	bump.”	(Caroline)	
	
Two	participants	did	experience	a	more	negative	reaction	to	their	pregnancies.		
The	first	was	Angela,	who	at	the	time	was	working	in	a	conservative	and	male-
dominated	workplace:	
	
“I	announced	my	pregnancy…	and	I	distinctly	remember	one	of	the	directors	
groaning…”	[Angela]	
	
The	second	was	Natalie:	
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“I	think	my	employers	were	disappointed,	you	know?	…	I	think	they	possibly	
thought	that,	yeah,	because	when	I	got	pregnant	I’d	only	been	working	for	them	
for	about	six	months,	and	I	think	that	they	thought	that	that	was	premature,	to	
get	pregnant,	because,	like,	you	can	sort	of	time	these	things!	
You	hadn’t	earned	it	yet.	
Yeah,	that’s	right!		And	so	I	think	that,	yeah,	I	felt	guilty,	I	felt	very	very	guilty	for	
getting	pregnant,	and	ruining,	you	know,	the	cycle	of	work.”	(Natalie)	
	
While	most	participants	felt	that	they	had	received	adequate	information	from	
their	employers	about	their	entitlements	to	parental	leave,	some	did	voice	
concerns	about	the	complicated	nature	of	the	process:	
	
“…I’m	glad	that	I	knew	it	inside	out	because	I	had	to	for	my	job,	but	I	think	if	
you’re	a	staff	member	who	doesn’t	have	to	deal	with	it,	and,	you	know,	you	deal	
with	it	once	or	twice	or	three	times,	you	don’t	deal	with	it	all	the	time,	and	there’s	
so	many	forms	and	there’s	so	much	to	make	sure	you’ve	got	right	and	to	do	the	
right	way	round	and	it’s	quite	scary,	because	it’s…	
Yeah,	if	you	mess	up…	
If	you	mess	up	it’s	a	lot…	you	know,	it’s	your	pay	and	it’s	important	and,	it’s	at	a	
time	when	I	think	you’re	also	thinking	so	much	about	the	baby	and	about	being	
pregnant	and	all	that	sort	of	stuff	that	it’s,	trying	to	juggle	those	two	really	
important	things	is	quite	hard.”		(Elizabeth)	
	
While	Natalie	had	her	child	before	the	introduction	of	paid	parental	leave,	she	
was	still	entitled	to	unpaid	leave	and	parental	tax	credits.		However,	she	felt	that	
her	employer	at	the	time	could	have	handled	this	better:	
	
“But	also	I	just	don’t	think	they	had	enough	mothers,	and	they	didn’t	have	
enough	awareness	about	it,	and	even	the	HR	processes,	in	my	view,	especially	
where	I	am	now,	I	think	that	they	were	kind	of	a	bit	backward.		And,	um,	yeah,	
they	kind	of	just	had	a	mentality	where	the	work’s	gotta	be	done,	the	work’s	
gotta	be	done,	and	we	don’t	care	which	widget	does	it,	so	long	as	there’s	a	widget	
there	that	will	push	the	widget	through.”	(Natalie)	
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2.1	Do	parents	keep	in	touch	with	the	workplace	when	on	leave?			
Under	the	PPLA,	employees	on	parental	leave	are	not	able	to	work;	however	the	
boundaries	are	somewhat	blurred	as	to	what	steps	they	are	allowed	to	take	
when	it	comes	to	keeping	in	touch	with	the	business.		Angela	was	the	only	
participant	who	made	an	effort	to	stay	in	touch	with	what	was	going	on	in	the	
business	while	on	parental	leave:	
	
“Yeah,	because,	you	can’t	just…well,	I	didn’t	find	I	could,	just	put	a	line	down	and	
say	‘right,	this	is	my	private	family	life,	and	for	the	next	twelve	months	nothing	
else	exists.’”	(Angela)	
	
However	for	the	majority	of	participants,	their	only	contact	with	their	workplace	
while	on	parental	leave	was	on	a	social	basis.		This	was	still	valued,	however:	
	
“Really	social,	yeah,	exactly,	like	Christmas	dos	we	got	invited	and	that	kind	of	
thing,	just	to	go	along,	but	not	get	connected	to	work,	so	it	was,	yeah.	So	it	was	
pretty	easy	to	stay	in	touch,	keep	your	face	in	the	loop,	but	not	actually	be	a	part	
of	the	day	to	day	stuff,	so	it	was	quite	easy	actually.”	(Caroline)	
	
2.2	Would	parents	like	to	have	greater	contact	with	the	workplace	while	on	
parental	leave?	
As	discussed	previously,	the	National	Government	has	introduced	40	hours	of	
‘keeping	in	touch’	days	effective	1st	April	2016.		These	were	not	in	effect	at	the	
time	of	interview;	however	under	the	‘Parental	Leave	and	Employment	
Protection	(Six	Months'	Paid	Leave	and	Work	Contact	Hours)	Amendment	Bill’	
currently	before	Parliament,	employees	on	parental	leave	would	be	able	to	work	
for	up	to	156	hours	in	the	total	12	months	of	parental	leave,	and	participants	
were	asked	their	views	on	this	proposed	policy.		The	policy	is	envisioned	as	a	
way	to	help	employees	keep	in	touch	with	the	business	and	maintain	their	skills.		
However,	some	participants	were	sceptical	about	the	idea:	
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“I,	like	with	all	my	friends	and	stuff	that	have	had	babies,	I	haven’t	really	heard	
anyone	say	that	they,	um,	would	want	something	like	that,	or	that	they	feel	
disconnected	from	their	work	while	they’re	away,	or…	I’ve	never	heard	anyone,	
usually	people	are	just	so,	like	you	said,	so	wrapped	up	in	their	babies,	and,	like,	
everything	that	goes	with	it,	looking	after	a	little	baby,	that	you	just	think	‘thank	
god	I	don’t	have	to	think	about	work	right	now!’	You	know?		And	really,	going	in	
for	morning	tea	and	a	social	hello	and	‘here’s	my	baby,	isn’t	she	lovely’,	that’s	
probably	about	all	you	really	want.”	(Elizabeth)	
	
However,	others	thought	the	idea	had	some	value:	
	
“I	can	understand	that,	in	regards	to,	working	in	HR	there’s	a	lot	of	legislation	you	
have	to	keep	up	to	date	with,	so…	
So	it	moves	quite	fast?	
So	perhaps	if	I	was	working	in	payroll,	and	if	I	took	twelve	months	off,	and	we	
had	a	new	Holidays	Act	go	through,	we	had,	you	know,	um,	new	parental	
provisions	go	through,	it	would	possibly	be	a	good	idea	to	come	in	and	have	
maybe	a	training	session	around	the	new	changes	that	have	happened	in	the	
twelve	months,	that	would	possibly	be	a	really	good	idea.”	(Isabelle)	
	
2.3	How	easy	do	parents	find	it	to	re-integrate	back	into	the	workforce?	
Most	participants	had	a	relatively	smooth	transition	back	into	the	workforce,	
with	their	employer	‘easing’	them	back	into	their	roles:	
	
“…the	first	time	back	–	she	[manager]	did	like	a	re-induction	thing,	if	you	like,	of,	
um,	getting	back	in	touch	with	the	business,	getting	to	meet	people,	remembering	
where	stuff	was,	getting	up	to	speed	with	changes,	all	that	kind	of	thing,	so	it	was	
really	nice	that	it	was,	I	didn’t,	I	didn’t	feel	like	I	had	to	hit	the	ground	running	on	
day	one,	it	was	like,	first	day	back,	late	start	morning,	you	know,	later	time	to	
start	so	you	could	settle	littlies	at	the	daycare	centre	and	that	kind	of	thing,	yeah,	
so	it	was	really	good,	it	was	very	well	done.”	(Caroline)	
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					Katie	had	found	it	more	difficult	to	re-integrate,	as	she	had	taken	five	years	off	
paid	work	after	the	birth	of	her	first	child;	while	she	had	done	volunteer	work	in	
this	time	that	enabled	her	to	maintain	skills,	she	felt	that	there	was	a	big	learning	
curve	in	coming	back	to	paid	work.	
					Many	participants	mentioned	the	importance	of	coming	back	to	work	for	them	
as	individuals,	which	acted	as	a	motivating	factor	for	returning	to	work:	
	
“But	also	I	like	the	social	aspect	of	work,	so	I	was	ready	to	go	back	for	that.		And	
there’s	a	really	good	group	of	people.		So	it’s	quite	cool	to	go	back	into	a	good	
work	atmosphere	again.		And	the	morale	at	work’s	good	at	the	moment,	I	think.		
So	yeah.”	(Gemma)	
“Yeah,	I	think	I	was,	um…	could	I	have	done	longer?	Maybe,	but	do	you	know	
what,	the	thing	is	as	well,	I’m	quite,	I	love	my	family,	but	I	also	value	my	sanity.”	
(Caroline)	
	
Another	aspect	of	returning	to	work	was	negotiating	the	hours	to	be	worked.		
Most	participants	varied	their	work	patterns	to	some	degree	after	returning	
from	parental	leave	–	by	working	shorter	hours,	working	flexible	hours,	or	both.		
Generally	this	is	to	fit	in	with	school	or	daycare	hours,	and	is	often	a	balancing	
act	between	the	hours	worked	and	the	cost	of	daycare.		Angela	related	the	
experience	of	a	former	colleague	with	this	juggling	act:	
	
“…she	managed	to	negotiate	working	just	till	2.30	every	day,	because	she	had	
worked	out	that	if	she	did	work	till	5,	you	know,	full	time,	by	the	time	she	paid	
the	after	school	fees	and	everything,	she	was	going	to	have	an	extra	$6	at	the	end	
of	the	day	…	some	days	she’d	come	in	the	next	day	and	she’d	go,	yeah,	I	really	
should	have	taken	the	extra	$6	because	the	kids	are	just	driving	me	nuts	the	rest	
of	the	afternoon.	But	that’s	the	reality,	you	know,	that’s	–	there	was	just	no	point	
in	her	working	full	time	for	that	six	dollars,	and	for	not	having	that	additional	
time	with	the	kids.”	(Angela)	
	
Caroline	continued	to	work	full	time,	albeit	flexible,	hours	when	she	returned	to	
work:	
	 113	
	
“Two	reasons,	I	think	one,	I	thought	I	was	being	wonderwoman,	‘I	can	do	all	of	
that,	I	can	do	it	all	because	I	can!’	And,	but	also,	it	was	important	as	well	I	
suppose	from	a	career	perspective,	um,	I	didn’t	want	to	um,	for	my	role	to	be	able	
to	be	done	in	anything	less	than	a	full	time	role,	do	you	know	what	I	mean?	
Losing	your	FTE,	then	sort	of	you’re	only	a	point	8,	then	‘do	we	need	a	point	8,	
maybe	it’s	only	a	point	6’	and	then	it’s,	it	kind	of	erodes	away,	whereas	actually	
what	we’re	doing	is	saying	that	you	know,	it	did	need	somebody	in	this	role	and	
it	did	need	somebody	to	be	doing	it	full	time…”	(Caroline)	
	
	Requests	for	alterations	to	working	hours	in	order	to	accommodate	family	
responsibilities	are	covered	under	the	‘Employment	Relations	(Flexible	Working	
Arrangements)	Amendment	Act’	2007,	which	states	that	employers	must	
consider	the	request	and	have	reasonable	grounds	for	refusal.		Some	participants	
found	the	negotiating	process	reasonably	straightforward,	however	some	found	
it	more	difficult,	notably	Elizabeth:	
	
“…my	old	manager	sort	of	said	that	she	was	having	a	really	hard	time,	because	I	
was	working	in	a	shared	services	environment,	so	a	whole	lot	of	administrators	
in	one	room	all	sharing	a	workload,	she	said	she	was	just	having	too	much	of	a	
hard	time,	um,	covering	the	working	hours	–	she	was	just	really…really	really	
struggling	with	it.		So,	she	kind	of	came	back	and	pretty	much	said	no,	um,	
because	of	this	reason,	and	I	kind	of	went	back	and	said,	well,	I’m	really	going	to	
have	to	put	some	thought	into	this…”(Elizabeth)	
	
Eventually	another	role	in	the	department	was	found	for	Elizabeth	that	allowed	
her	to	work	her	requested	hours:	
	
	“And	I	was	a	bit	hurt	at	the	time	because	I	had	been	there	for	such	a	long	time	
and	I	was	a	good	worker	and	I	kind	of	didn’t	expect	her	to	say	no,	because	it	was	
only	a	reduction	of	like	four	hours	or	something	a	week,	and	I	really	didn’t	think	
she	would	not	let	me	do	that,	so	when	she	came	back	and	said	no,	I	was	
like…what??		And	I	thought,	I	kind	of	though,	actually	you	can,	you	could	make	
that	work	if	you	tried	hard	enough,	you	know	what	I	mean?		So	I	was,	I	was	a	bit	
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put	out	about	that,	so	I	was	stoked	when	they	found	this	other	role	for	me.”	
(Elizabeth)	
	
Natalie’s	experience	prior	to	the	PPLA	and	statutory	flexible	working	
arrangements	provides	contrast.		She	was	less	aware	of	what	working	
arrangements	she	was	entitled	to,	and	her	main	priority	was	keeping	her	job,	
which	as	a	shift	worker	and	a	single	parent	was	a	significant	challenge:	
	
“And	so	there	was	a	lot	of	pressure	on	me,	especially	like,	with	that,	sort	of,	
midnight	rotation	that	we	had	to	do	those	three	shifts,	um,	you	know,	I	still	
honoured	them,	and	it	was	really	hard	with	a	young	baby,	like,	the	first	one	was	
really	hard,	but	what	they	said	I	could	do,	I	guess	–	they’re	kind	of	mean	to	you	
really,	but	I	thought	it	was	so	nice	of	them	to	allow	me	to	do	this,	but	they	
actually	allowed	me	to	take	my	daughter	in	when	I	did	the	seven	nights,	and	so	
we,	I	brought	in	a	carry	cot	and	just	kept	her	there	overnight.		When	I	look	back	I	
think	that	that’s	not	the	best	practice	in	the	world!		But	at	the	time	I	was	really	
grateful	that	they	had	still	allowed	me	to	keep	my	job,	and	stay	on	with	them.”	
(Natalie)	
	
2.4	How	does	having	children	change	career	goals?		How	does	parental	leave	play	
into	these	changes?	
Almost	all	participants	said	that	having	children	had	significantly	changed	their	
career	goals.		Generally	this	was	framed	as	changing	priorities	–	their	family	was	
now	more	important	to	them	than	their	career:	
	
“…after	I	had	children,	I	just,	it	was	just	so	unimportant.		It	was	just	so	
unimportant.		So	then	I	looked	for	work	that	actually	fit	around	the	children.”		
(Natalie)	
“...I	guess	the	focus	has	gone	off	all	the	money,	sort	of,	to,	I	want	to	be	a	mum	and	
that’s	my	job	now.		So	definitely	career	goals	have	changed.”	(Gemma)	
“…for	the	last	17	years	it’s	always	been,	um,	I	didn’t	really	have	goals	as	such,	
because	I	wanted	to	just	sit	in	my	job,	do	my	job,	do	a	good	job,	be	the	best	that	I	
could	be,	but	not	bother	about	going	any	further,	just	bring	the	paycheque	home,	
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pay	for	my	kids’	things,	put	food	on	the	table,	you	know,	all	that	sort	of	stuff,	but	
family	always	comes	first.		I	never	wanted	to	do	anything	that	would	mean	it	
would	take	more	time	away	from	my	family.”	(Isabelle)	
	
Several	participants	mentioned	that	they	made	an	active	choice	not	to	seek	to	
advance	their	career	while	their	children	were	young,	perceiving	that	it	would	
require	a	greater	investment	of	time	and	energy	than	they	were	willing	to	give:	
	
“…	maybe	when	they’re	both	at	school,	um,	or	something	I	could	maybe	start	
looking	at	how	I	could	better	myself	in	my	career,	but	to	be	honest,	at	the	
moment,	I’m	just	happy	that	I’ve	got	a	supportive	workplace,	I	can	come	to	work,	
I	enjoy	the	work	that	I	do	and	I	enjoy	the	people	that	I	work	with,	I	can	do	my	
thing,	go	home,	have	my	kids,	you	know,	like…	I’m	not…yeah,	probably	that	
interested	in	worrying	about	what	direction	my	career’s	going	at	the	moment.		I	
just	would	rather	focus	on	my	kids	being	little.”	(Elizabeth)	
“I	guess	if	I	wanted	to	move	up,	it	might	be	a	completely	different	story	in	terms	
of	hours	and	things	like	that.		But	I	just,	my	focus	is	on	my	kids	for	the	next	five	
years,	so.		Once	he	goes	to	school	then	I’ll	reassess…	
Where	you	want	to	go.	
Where	I	want	to	go.		But	I	get	the	pay	I	need,	I	get	the	support	I	need,	the	hours	I	
need,	I	don’t	see	why	I	need	a	corporate	car	and	an	extra	$20,000,	like,	at	this	
point.”	(Gemma)	
	
Natalie	also	felt	that	having	children	had	changed	the	nature	of	the	work	she	was	
interested	in:	
	
“And	so	when	I	first	had	my	daughter	I’d	actually	worked	in,	like,	most	of	my	stuff	
was	geared	towards	a	marketing	side	of	things,	but	then	when	my	second	
daughter	came	along,	I	didn’t	want	to	do	anything	like	that,	I	started	working	for	
the	unions,	started	doing	humanistic	type	things,	got	on	the	board	of	trustees,	the	
PPTA	at	school,	and	then	actually,	my	life	actually	centred	around,	how	can	I	
make	a	difference	to	people	in	society,	you	know,	I	really	want	to	save	the	
butterflies	or	whatever,	you	know!		It	just	changed.”		(Natalie)	
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For	Katie,	while	she	had	continued	to	advance	her	career,	it	was	also	with	a	
family	focus:	having	started	working	in	a	family-friendly	organisation,	her	career	
goals	were	then	focused	on	moving	up	within	that	organisation	due	to	its	
supportiveness.		Interestingly,	she	also	partially	attributed	her	success	to	the	
custody	arrangements	she	shared	with	her	ex-partner:	as	custody	was	shared	
50-50,	this	meant	she	had	time	without	her	older	two	children	that	allowed	her	
to	focus	on	study,	more	so	than	she	felt	she	would	have	been	able	to	if	she	had	
not	separated	from	her	partner.	
					Angela	attempted	to	continue	to	advance	her	career	after	having	children,	
however	she	found	it	more	difficult	than	she	expected,	and	had	to	make	
compromises	in	her	career	to	accommodate	the	needs	of	her	family:	
	
“I	mean	I	often,	I	laugh	because	when	I	met	my	husband	I	was	earning	
significantly	more	money	than	what	he	was,	and	I’m	only	just	now	getting	up	to	
kind	of	touching	on	where	he	is.		Which	just	pisses	me	off	so	much.	You	know,	the	
fact	that	I	really	do	feel	that	I’ve	had	to…and	I	mean	a	lot	of	it	could	be	to	do	with	
my	own	sanity	and	the	way	I	react	to	things	as	well	but...	yeah,	and	perhaps	if	I	
wasn’t	in	HR,	if	I	was	in	a	more,	in	a	role	that	wasn’t	so,	you	know,	go	go	go,	
negative	negative	negative,	fix	this	fix	this	fix	this,	you	know,	then	it	may	have	
been	easier.”	(Angela)	
	
Summary:	how	do	families	use	the	legislation	to	re-integrate	back	into	the	
workforce?			
The	parental	leave	legislation,	as	it	currently	stands,	does	not	support	the	
process	of	re-integrating	back	into	the	workforce.		Instead,	this	is	largely	left	up	
to	the	discretion	of	the	individual	employer.		Generally	speaking,	they	are	
supportive	of	employees	returning	from	parental	leave,	but	there	is	no	
requirement	on	them	to	provide	re-training	and	extra	support.		The	proposed	
‘work	contact	hours’	in	the	‘Parental	Leave	and	Employment	Protection	(Six	
Months'	Paid	Leave	and	Work	Contact	Hours)	Amendment	Bill’	might	help	
employees	to	re-integrate,	however	the	participants	interviewed	had	mixed	
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feelings	about	such	a	step.		The	chief	reservations	were	that	they	did	not	want	to	
be	required	to	come	into	work	while	still	getting	to	grips	with	being	a	new	
parent.		While	the	Bill	does	specify	that	no	employee	shall	be	required	to	come	in	
for	these	contact	hours,	it	is	possible	that	employees	will	feel	obligated	to	do	so,	
or	feel	guilty	if	they	refuse.			
					The	‘Employment	Relations	(Flexible	Working	Arrangements)	Amendment	
Act’	2007	plays	a	much	greater	role	in	this	period	than	does	the	PPLA,	and	the	
participants	had	generally	had	good	experiences	with	it.		An	closer	examination	
of	its	functioning	is	outside	the	scope	of	this	thesis;	however	the	legislation	
clearly	plays	a	vital	role	in	managing	the	work-life	balance	for	new	parents,	
especially	given	the	considerable	changes	in	career	goals	that	most	participants	
experienced	after	having	children.			
					It	appears	that	more	could	be	done	to	support	the	career	aspirations	of	the	
mothers	of	young	children,	as	demonstrated	by	Angela’s	difficulties;	Katie’s	
experience	with	sharing	custody	is	also	interesting.		These	experiences	
demonstrate	the	importance	of	having	a	supportive	and	flexible	workplace	for	
individuals	who	want	to	continue	their	careers	after	having	children.		Even	for	
those	individuals	who	were	happy	to	take	their	main	focus	off	their	careers	while	
their	children	were	young,	flexibility	was	still	vitally	important	when	it	came	to	
maintaining	their	participation	in	the	workforce.	
					It	is	critical	that	women	are	able	to	maintain	a	connection	to	the	formal	labour	
market	after	having	children	if	the	gender	pay	gap	is	to	be	redressed	(Callister,	
2002,	p.	284)	and	the	provision	of	adequate	parental	leave	plays	a	key	role	in	
this,	by	ensuring	women	can	return	to	their	jobs	after	having	children.		But	
parental	leave	is	not	the	only	tool	–	a	supportive	employer	is	also	crucially	
important	in	providing	the	conditions	that	support	new	parents	in	their	roles.		
Otherwise,	parents	who	struggle	to	balance	paid	work	and	childcare	may	end	up	
dropping	out	of	the	labour	force	completely.	
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3.	What	is	the	lasting	impact	of	paid	parental	leave	on	families	who	have	
used	it?	
	
3.1	How	do	families	manage	childcare	responsibilities	after	their	return	to	work?		
All	participants	used	some	kind	of	formal	care	for	their	children	at	some	point.		
Isabelle	and	Natalie,	who	returned	to	work	when	their	children	were	8	weeks	
and	5	weeks	old	respectively,	relied	on	family	members	to	care	for	them	while	
they	were	very	young,	but	used	formal	care	later.		Katie	also	initially	had	her	
partner	caring	for	their	daughter	full-time.	
					A	major	challenge	for	the	parents	of	young	children	is	how	to	manage	
childcare	responsibilities	that	clash	with	work	–	the	frequently	cited	example	
was	an	unwell	child	that	needed	to	be	picked	up	from	school	or	from	daycare	at	
short	notice.		To	manage	this,	participants	either	used	formal	leave	(domestic	
leave	or	sick	leave),	or	had	access	to	flexible	working	arrangements	that	allowed	
them	to	either	work	from	home	or	make	up	the	time	elsewhere.		Those	
employees	who	had	flexible	working	arrangements	spoke	of	its	huge	benefit	to	
them	as	parents:	
	
“And	then	you	feel	guilty	if	you’re	having	to	stay	home	because	they’re	sick,	but	
then	you	feel	guilty	if	you	send	them	to	preschool	if	they’re	a	little	bit	sick,	but	it’s	
like,	well,	which	guilty	am	I	supposed	to	feel	today,	and	you	know,	who	am	I	
going	to	let	down?		It’s,	so	to	have	that	weight	lifted,	and	to	have	someone	like	
[manager]	say,	‘do	you	know	what,	don’t	stress,	it’s	ok,	it’s	ok,	you	need	to	be	a	
mum	today,	don’t	worry	about	it,’	it’s	just	like	‘oh,	thank	god’,	that	is	so	good.	So	
you	know,	having	a	good	manager	is,	you	know,	being	a	young,	being	a	mum	with	
young	kids,	it’s	just	a	world	of	difference.”		(Elizabeth)	
“…it	alleviates	the	sense	of	guilt.		Because	what	you	find	is	that	you	know	that	
they’ve	trusted	you,	and	so	you’re	more	likely	to	give	a	little	bit	more,	so	I	will	sit	
there	for	an	extra	hour	on	a	Sunday	doing	whatever	it	might	be,	or	I	might,	I	will	
be	on	the	phone	until	9	o’clock	doing	something,	because,	because	I	know	that	
they’re	giving	me	that	flexibility,	so	that,	you	know,	you	kind	of	give	a	little,	take	a	
little…	I	think	if	you	can	afford	that,	it	just	takes	the	pressure	off,	whoever’s	the	
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lead	childcare	giver,	you	know,	it	takes	the	pressure	off,	the	guilt	off,	and	then,	
and	without	that	guilt	you’re	far	more	effective.”	(Caroline)	
	
3.2	How	are	childcare	responsibilities	divided	between	partners?		
There	was	considerable	variation	in	how	those	participants	with	partners	shared	
childcare	responsibilities,	and	their	reasons	for	doing	so.		Angela	aimed	for	
reasonably	equal	sharing	with	her	husband:	
	
“…we	do	everything	sort	of	50-50,	yeah.		I	mean	obviously	if	he’s	got	a	meeting	
and	it’s	his	turn,	he’s	got	an	important	meeting	I’ll	say,	well	that’s	fine,	you	know,	
we	work	it	around	like	that,	but	I’m	very	very,	well,	the	thing	is	I	wouldn’t	marry	
someone	who	wasn’t	like	that.		So…	I	know	people	go	‘oh,	you’re	so	lucky,’	and	I	
go	well,	not	really,	I	made	a	conscious	decision	to	choose	someone	like	that.”	
(Angela)		
	
Isabelle	shared	custody	of	her	children,	which	impacted	on	her	childcare	
arrangements:	
	
“…two	of	[children]	are	week	on,	week	off	anyway,	so	the	week	I	have	them,	it’s	
all	on	me,	the	week	I	don’t,	it’s	all	on	the	dad,	or	his	partner,	just	whatever.		So	
that’s	quite	simple.”	(Isabelle)	
	
Most	other	participants	with	partners,	however,	tended	to	take	the	majority	of	
childcare	responsibilities.		There	were	a	variety	of	reasons	given.		Some	cited	the	
nature	of	their	partner’s	job	that	made	it	more	difficult	for	them	to	take	time	off:	
	
“…because	the	fact	that	I	can	work	remotely,	so	I’ve	actually	got	the	facilities	at	
home	to	be	able	to	work	remotely,	he	doesn’t	have	that,	so	it	makes	it	harder	for	
him	because	he	works,	he	has	to	be	meeting	people	during	the	working	day	
rather	than	being	able	to	sit	at	night	on	a	spreadsheet	like	I	can	do.”	(Caroline)	
“…he’s	quite	lucky	because	he’s	sort	of	his	own	boss,	like,	he	can	get	away	with	
leaving	work	for	an	hour	if	we	have	to	be,	or	leaving	work	early,	um,	he	doesn’t	
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really	have	to	answer	to	anyone	as	such.		But	he,	obviously	he	has	to	answer	to	
some	of	his	clients	…	but	I	was	always	the	one	who	took	time	off	when	the	kids	
were	sick,	and	...	it	was	easier	for	me	than	him,	unless	something	was	on,	that	I	
had	to	go	to.”	(Gemma)	
	
Some	also	mentioned	the	attitudes	of	their	partner’s	employer	as	an	obstacle:	
	
“…	I	couldn’t	just	pop	back	and	collect	the	kids	if	something	happened,	so	I	was	
more	reliant	on	my	husband	and	my	mum	and	that.		And	my	husband	was	just	
telling	him	that	this	was	going	to	be	happening,	and	he	made	the	comment	that	
‘oh,	perhaps…’	what	did	he	say,	it	was	words	to	the	effect	that	‘oh,	perhaps	she	
needs	to	sort	of,	become	more	responsible	with	regards	to	mothering	her	
children’	type	thing.”	(Angela)	
“…well	actually,	we	share	it,	but,	well,	I	do	more	than	he	does,	but	he	does	do	it,	
but	the	attitude	from	his	work	is	so	different	from	the	attitude	from	my	work.		
They	say	‘can’t	she	do	it?’		You	know,	if	he	says	‘I	have	to	stay	home	because	[first	
child]’s	sick,’	‘can’t	your	wife	do	it?’	You	know?	Whereas	no	one	would	ever	say	
that	to	me.”	(Elizabeth)	
“Two	of	my	staff	are	actually	part	time	and	their	husbands	work	in	industries	like	
that,	and	the	same	thing,	like,	they	always	maximise	all	of	their	sick	leave	or	
domestic	sick,	and	you	know,	it’s	not	my	place	to	comment	on	their	family	
arrangements	but	I	do	know	that	the	reason	why	is	because	their,	like,	one	of	
their	husbands	is	a	builder,	he’d	be	laughed	off	the	site	if	he	said,	oh,	I’ve	got	to	go	
pick	up	my	son.		‘Send	the	wife!’”		(Natalie)	
	
Katie	was	the	only	participant	whose	partner	tended	to	take	on	the	majority	of	
childcare	responsibilities,	due	to	the	nature	of	his	job.		Notably,	he	was	also	the	
only	partner	to	be	the	exclusive	caregiver	while	their	child	was	young.			
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3.3	Do	participants	feel	that	paternity	leave	would	help	redress	issues	of	gender	
inequity	in	parenting?	
Most	participants	were	in	favour	of	some	form	of	paternity	leave,	however	they	
varied	in	how	they	would	like	to	see	it	implemented.		Some	would	have	liked	
their	partner	to	have	more	time	with	them	immediately	after	their	child’s	birth:	
	
“I	think,	um,	like	for	dads	to	have	that,	say,	two	months	when	the	baby’s	new,	to	
get	that	bonding	time,	you	know,	everything’s	so	new	and	you’re	really	getting	to	
know	your	baby,	for	dads	to	be	able	to	take	that	time	off	and	not	feel	bad	about	it	
or	financially	stressed	about	it,	or	whatever,	I	just	think	that	would	just	be	
amazing.		You	know,	and	for	the	mum,	because	it’s	hard,	you	know?		And	you	
know,	you	need	support,	and	for	you	both	to	be	there	and	to	be	bonding	with	
your	baby	and	working	as	a	team	and	doing	it	together,	I	just	think	that’s	gotta	be	
so	much	better	and	so	much	more	tight-knit…”	(Elizabeth)	
	
Some	wanted	their	partners	to	have	exclusive	care	of	their	children	while	they	
were	very	young:	
	
“…I	kind	of	think	it	does	need	more	than	just	those	five	days	that	my	husband	
had	because	we	weren’t	into	a	routine,	we	weren’t	settled,	it	was	all	new	and	
exciting,	whereas	if	you	actually	just	see	what	it’s	like	for	that	two	months	
drudgery	or	whatever,	yeah.”	(Angela)	
	
Others	thought	that	a	more	flexible	approach,	to	suit	the	differing	needs	of	
families,	would	work	better:	
	
“…until	they	become	big	enough	to	start	doing	the	rough	&	tumble,	and	that’s	
when	dad	steps	in.		And	in	actual	fact,	that	probably	is	a	better	split,	you	know,	
like	maybe	eighteen	months	down	the	track,	that	there	is	a	parental	provision	for	
poppas	to	step	in	for	a	few	weeks	and	just	kind	of	…	I	don’t	know.”	(Caroline)	
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There	were	also	reservations	expressed,	such	as	how	this	would	impact	on	
breastfeeding.		More	pessimistically,	it	was	also	queried	whether	men	would	
take	up	the	leave	if	it	looked	like	it	might	impact	negatively	on	their	own	lives	
and	careers:	
	
“Actually	just	imagining	men	talking	about	it	now,	it	would	definitely	be,	‘oh	
sweet,	I’ve	just	got	two	months	paid	parental	leave	I	can	take,	if	I	take	it	then	I	
can	go	away	with	the	boys,	because	that’s	right	when	hunting	starts	and…	‘	They	
would!		Honestly,	you’re	right,	they	would	definitely	plan	it	around	themselves.		
Yeah.	Not	everyone,	it’s	definitely	not	all	of	them,	so	you	know,	I	know	one	or	–	a	
couple	of	guys,	through	my	time,	that	have	been	home	with	the	kids,	the	mother’s	
skipped	town	and	the	guys	have	been	home,	you	know,	I	hear	stories,	um,	of	men	
taking	care	of	the	babies	and	they	change	their	whole	life	for	these	babies.		But	I	
think	the	norm	is,	the	mother	and	the	dad	just	does	it	when	it’s	convenient.		
Yeah.”	(Isabelle)	
	
Even	if	paternity	leave	was	introduced,	it	was	hard	to	say	what	impact	it	would	
have.		Caroline	discussed	how	she	felt	that	being	the	primary	caregiver	for	their	
children	in	their	first	months	affected	the	division	of	care	later	on:	
	
“…	I’ve	taken	that	lead	role,	if	you	like,	as	the	primary	caregiver,	and	I	think	that’s	
probably	come	about.		If	there	had’ve	been	more	of	an	option	to	…	to	break	that,	
um,	would	it	have	changed?		I	don’t	know,	I	think	it	also	comes	down	to	
employer,	like,	what	flexibility,	what	opportunities	they’ve	got,	but,	um,	yeah,	we	
might’ve	balanced	things	out	a	little	more,	but	…	
Yeah,	so	if	he’d	had,	you	know,	two	months	alone	with	the	kids	by	himself,	
having	to	cope	by	himself,	that	might’ve	changed	things.	
Potentially,	maybe	more	around	the	–	even	the	day-to-day	school	runs	and	
pickups	and	things,	maybe,	I	don’t	know.		It’s	hard	to	know	really,	isn’t	it.”	
(Caroline)	
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Summary:	what	is	the	lasting	impact	of	paid	parental	leave	on	families	who	have	
used	it?	
The	lasting	impact	of	paid	parental	leave	on	families,	particularly	in	the	area	of	
gender	equity,	is	difficult	to	discern.		The	only	notable	exception	is	that	of	Katie,	
whose	partner	was	their	daughter’s	exclusive	caregiver	for	a	time,	and	continues	
to	play	a	large	role	in	caregiving	now.		No	other	male	partners	took	on	a	full-time	
caregiving	role.		It	could	be	suggested	that	this	pattern	might	be	repeated	
elsewhere,	whereby	men	who	spend	time	as	their	children’s	full	time	caregiver	
continue	to	be	more	involved	later	in	their	lives.			
					However,	Katie’s	partner’s	existing	working	arrangements	made	it	easier	for	
him	to	be	a	full-time	caregiver.		No	participants	had	the	experience	of	partners	
who	worked	in	a	more	conventional	9-5	job	becoming	full-time	caregivers.		
While	money	was	a	driving	factor	behind	this	–	most	male	partners	were	on	a	
higher	income,	and	it	therefore	made	economic	sense	for	the	lower-paid	partner	
to	take	all	the	leave	–	it	is	not	unlikely	that	a	hostile	workplace	also	played	a	role.		
Several	participants’	partners	had	experienced	difficulties	in	taking	time	off	
work	to	care	for	their	children	on	a	day-to-day	basis,	largely	due	to	gender-based	
assumptions	about	the	nature	of	parenting,	and	it	seems	likely	that	they	would	
have	similar	difficulties	taking	parental	leave.	
					While	most	participants	would	have	liked	their	partners	to	receive	paid	leave,	
many	did	not	justify	it	on	gender	equity	grounds	(although	some	did,	notably	
Angela).		Instead,	it	was	mostly	justified	on	the	grounds	of	having	extra	help	with	
a	new	baby.					
						
	
4.	What	impact	does	New	Zealand’s	paid	parental	leave	legislation	have	on	
gender	equity?	
	
Returning	to	the	principles	of	what	gender	equity	in	the	workplace	actually	is	
that	were	established	in	chapter	1,	what	experiences	of	the	participants	might	
demonstrate	that	paid	parental	leave	is	having	an	impact	on	gender	equity?		
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Most	relevant	in	this	context	is	the	ability	of	both	men	and	women	to	balance	
work	and	family	life	successfully.		Also	important	is	the	extent	to	which	
employers	provide	supportive	conditions	for	their	employees.			
	
4.1	To	what	extent	do	participants	feel	they	can	successfully	balance	work	and	life	
responsibilities	with	their	partners?		What	role	does	gender	play	in	this?	
When	asked	directly,	most	participants	did	not	feel	that	parental	leave	had	any	
lasting	impact	on	gender	equity:	
	
“Um,	in	my	experience	none,	it	has	nothing	to	do	with	gender	equality,	it	just	
means	you	can	afford	to	maybe	have	a	baby,	yeah	…	I	don’t	know	anyone	in	my	
circle	of	friends	that	that	has	impacted	in	a	gender	way.		Just	meant	that	the	mum	
could	stay	home	with	the	babies,	and	the	dad	wouldn’t	be	stressed	out	because	of	
the	mortgage	having	to	be	paid.		That’s,	that’s	it.”	(Isabelle)	
	
					Gender	equity	was	not	explicitly	mentioned	as	being	an	important	factor	in	
the	decision-making	process	around	parental	leave:	what	was	best	for	the	family	
as	a	whole	took	priority.		However,	many	did	discuss	gender-related	issues	that	
came	up	in	their	lives	as	parents.	
					There	is	an	element	of	equity-based	decision-making	in	Angela’s	case	
particularly,	in	her	and	her	husband’s	attempts	to	make	sure	that	childcare	was	
evenly	balanced	between	them.		She	was	also	the	participant	that	expressed	the	
most	frustration	with	the	limitations	placed	on	her	career	by	attempting	to	
balance	it	with	a	family,	and	generally	seemed	to	be	the	most	aware	of	gender-
related	issues	in	parenting.		Caroline	also	talked	about	taking	steps	to	ensure	her	
career	continued	after	returning	from	parental	leave,	in	that	she	felt	it	was	
important	to	continue	to	work	full	time	to	demonstrate	that	she	could	do	so	as	a	
mother.		Several	participants	also	talked	about	the	importance	of	working	
outside	the	home	to	their	own	sense	of	self	and	mental	wellbeing;	however,	for	
many	a	part-time	role	was	sufficient	for	this	purpose.		Being	a	mother	was	also	a	
vital	part	of	their	identity	that	needed	to	be	balanced	against	careers.		In	that	
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sense,	progressing	their	careers	at	an	equal	pace	with	childless	or	male	
colleagues	was	not	a	high	priority	for	them.		Particularly	while	their	children	
were	young,	they	did	not	want	to	sacrifice	the	overall	wellbeing	of	their	family	to	
their	career.	
					Several	participants	also	discussed	how	gender-based	ideas	about	parenting	
affected	their	own	lives,	and	how	they	shared	parenting	with	their	partners.		
Some	acknowledged	the	conflict	between	trying	to	ensure	an	equal	partnership,	
versus	what	worked	on	a	day-to-day	basis:		
	
“I	think	because	our	bodies	are	built	to,	you	know,	to	have	babies	and	feed	
babies,	I	think	nature’s	telling	us	that	yeah,	we	are	the	ones	that	are	better	at,	or	
made	for,	looking	after	the	babies	better,	and	of	course	the	men	are	the,	go	off	
and	you	know,	hunter-gather	stuff,	yeah,	but…It	is,	it’s	a,	trying	to	find	that	
balance,	isn’t	it,	between,	yeah,	how	much	you	let	nature	run	its	course	in	that	
way	and	how	much	you	don’t	let	it	go	back	to	the	fifties.”	(Elizabeth)	
		
Others	talked	about	a	difference	in	the	way	that	fathers’	roles	were	regarded	by	
society:	
	
“…	I	think	particularly	with	social	media	too,	Facebook,	‘oh,	my	husband’s	so	
lovely,	took	the	kids	to	the	park,’	well,	seriously,	he	should	anyway,	why	should	
you	be	posting	this	on	Facebook?		Yeah,	things	like	that	they	do,	definitely.		It’s	
annoying…	and	then	they	expect	the	woman	to	be	all	fawny	and	like,	‘oh,	you’re	
the	best	dad	in	the	world!’		No,	you’re	just	a	dad,	that’s	what	dads	do.	“	(Isabelle)	
“…my	partner,	his	parents	are	quite	old,	and	they’ve	kind	of	got	this,	a	much	more	
old	fashioned	view	of,	you	know,	parenthood	and	like,	they	came	to	stay	once,	
they’re	from	Australia,	and	I	remember	my	partner	got	up	and	left	me	in	bed	and	
he	got	up	to	get	the	baby,	and	I	remember	his	mum	going	‘oh,	aren’t	you	
wonderful,’	and	I	was	like	bleurk,	like	seriously	–	she	was	just	like	‘oh	my	
goodness,	you	are	so	good	to	get	up	to	the	baby,	oh	your	father	would	never	have	
done	that,’	I	was	just	like,	why	is	he	good	to	get	up	to	the	baby,	he’s	the	dad!”	
(Elizabeth)	
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While	parents	may	not	often	consciously	make	decisions	around	parenting	based	
on	gender	equity,	gender-based	ideas	about	parenting	do	play	a	significant	role	
when	it	comes	to	balancing	work	and	family	life.		One	of	the	most	frequent	areas	
of	conflict	is	balancing	unexpected	childcare	responsibilities.		As	discussed	
earlier	in	this	chapter,	male	partners	often	faced	more	rigid	attitudes	from	their	
employers	that	made	it	difficult	for	them	to	take	time	off	for	family	reasons,	such	
as	caring	for	sick	children.	
					Paid	parental	leave	in	its	current	form	appears	to	do	little	to	resolve	these	
gender-based	conflicts.		While	many	participants	would	have	liked	their	partners	
to	have	been	able	to	take	parental	leave,	they	all	said	the	current	leave	scheme	
was	too	restrictive	to	allow	them	to	do	so:	payments	were	not	long	enough	to	
make	transferring	them	over	to	partners	a	feasible	option,	there	is	no	paid	
paternity	leave	available,	and	with	the	majority	of	male	partners	being	the	higher	
earner,	there	was	an	incentive	to	keep	them	working.		There	also	appears	to	be	
hostility	on	the	part	of	employers	towards	male	employees	taking	time	off	for	
family-related	reasons.		The	current	paid	parental	leave	scheme	does	not	
address	these	issues;	nor	does	other	legislation	such	as	the	‘Employment	
Relations	(Flexible	Working	Arrangements)	Amendment	Act’	2007.		Hence,	there	
appear	to	be	significant	gender-based	roadblocks	when	it	comes	to	individuals	
successfully	balancing	work	and	family,	which	paid	parental	leave	is	not	effective	
at	resolving.		
						
4.2	Do	participants	receive	the	support	from	employers	that	enable	them	to	
maintain	their	desired	career	trajectories?	
Many	suggestions	for	possible	improvements	to	parental	leave	centred	around	
the	importance	of	a	supportive	and	flexible	workplace	for	the	parents	of	young	
children	who	want	to	advance	their	careers:	
	
“…flexible	working	has	been	way	more	important	to	me	than	having	extended	
parental	leave.	Longer	parental	leave	would	have	been	great,	but	it	has	been	
flexible	working	conditions	that	have	allowed	me	to	stay	in	work	while	having	
children	and	continue	to	progress	my	career.	If	I	had	only	had	parental	leave	and	
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no	flexible	working	conditions,	I	wouldn’t	have	been	able	to	stay	in	work	with	the	
life	events	that	have	happened	(family	bereavement,	separations,	periods	of	solo-
parenting).”	(Katie)	
“It’s	about	reducing	the	panic	for	a	female	going	back	into	the	workforce	to	think	
that	they	should	be	at	a	middle	executive	level,	once	they’ve	finished	their	family,	
because	you	just	can’t…yeah,	you	just	can’t	do	it.		You	have	to	rely	on,	you	need,	
you	need	support	and	help,	and	to	do	that	you	need	an	employer	that	will	
support	you,	trust	you,	and	guide	you.”	(Caroline)	
	
Participants	in	the	current	study	had	generally	supportive	employers	when	it	
came	to	maintaining	their	desired	career	trajectory.		Caroline	had	managed	to	
advance	to	a	managerial	role	due	to	the	supportiveness	of	her	employer.		Isabelle	
had	also	benefitted	from	a	supportive	employer	–	while	she	did	not	want	to	
move	to	a	more	advanced	role,	she	was	provided	with	training	and	support	that	
enabled	her	to	move	to	a	different	role	after	she	expressed	interest	in	doing	so.	
					Angela	had	perhaps	faced	the	most	challenges	in	advancing	her	career	after	
having	children.		Initially	she	decided	that	she	no	longer	wanted	a	managerial	
role:	
	
“…	because	I’m	an	introvert,	when	I	used	to	go	home	at	night,	that	was	my	down	
time,	and	now	it’s	just	not.	I	have	no	down	time.		And	so	I	was	just	never	
recharging	my	batteries	or	anything,	and	I	also	found	out	that	managing	people	is	
very	stressful,	and	I	don’t	actually	like	managing	people,	and	then	having	to	come	
home	and	manage	a	whole	household,	like,	with	my	husband	but,	um,	it	was	just	
horrific.	So,	I	sort	of	made	the	decision	that,	ok,	definitely	for	the	interim	I	don’t	
want	to	be	managing	people,	so	when	I	came	to	Company	Y	I	went	back	to	an	
advisory	role,	which	I	was	much	more	comfortable	with.”	(Angela)	
	
She	later	moved	to	a	more	challenging	role	at	a	different	company.		However,	she	
ultimately	made	the	decision	to	return	to	her	original,	more	supportive	
employers:	
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“But	I	just	didn’t	really	feel	I	had	the	headspace	or,	it	wasn’t	best	for	the	family	
and	that’s	why	I	came	back	to	Company	Y,	because	the	days	were	shorter,	you	get	
the	extra	leave,	that	type	of	thing.	There	is	a	lot	more	flexibility,	whereas	
Company	Z	were	a	bit	more	…	like	Company	X,	from	the	point	of	view	that…	
More	rigid.	
Yeah,	and	they’re	getting	better,	but	it’s	still	not	as	free-flowing	as	it	is	here.”	
(Angela)	
	
Angela’s	experience	indicates	that	there	is	variation	in	how	supportive	
employers	are	of	employees	attempting	to	balance	work	and	family.		While	an	
employee	may	be	able	to	successfully	advance	their	career	within	an	
organisation	–	as	Caroline	did	–	when	individuals	change	jobs	and	employers	in	
order	to	maintain	their	career	trajectories,	there	may	be	difficulties	in	doing	so	
due	to	variations	in	support	levels.		Therefore,	levels	of	gender	equity	between	
workplaces	may	also	be	varied.	
					More	financial	support	was	also	mentioned,	to	give	parents	more	options	
about	when	they	returned	to	work.		The	relevance	of	payment	amounts	to	
gender	equity	is	the	way	in	which	it	constrains	parents’	choices	about	childcare.		
When	taking	parental	leave	involves	such	financial	strain,	families	consequently	
take	steps	to	minimise	it,	such	as	having	the	partner	on	the	lower	income	take	all	
the	leave.		It	may	also	involve	one	partner	working	longer	hours	to	compensate	
for	the	lost	earnings,	something	that	Elizabeth	experienced:	
	
“…he’s	making	up	for	what	I’m	spending	at	home	with	the	kids.		So	like,	he	works	
most	Saturdays	and	stuff,	which	sucks,	because	it	would	be	really	nice	to	have	the	
whole	weekend	together	as	a	family,	but	really	we’ve	only	got	Sundays	for	that,	
just,	because	we	need	him	to	be	working…”	(Elizabeth)	
	
The	consequence	of	this	is	that	childcare	continues	to	be	biased	towards	one	
partner,	usually	the	female.		Meanwhile,	male	partners	are	less	likely	to	challenge	
the	status	quo	when	it	come	to	taking	time	off	work	for	childcare,	and	thus	
ensuring	that	gender-based	ideas	about	childcare	continue	in	workplaces.	
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Summary	
	
In	this	chapter	I	have	outlined	the	results	of	interviews	with	a	selection	of	New	
Zealand	women	working	in	professional	roles	in	human	resources	or	the	
insurance	industry	about	their	experiences	of	parental	leave.	The	women	were	
asked	to	reflect	on	how	they	and	their	wider	families	have	used	parental	leave.		
The	questions	probed	them	about	their	decision-making	processes,	what	factors	
were	important	to	them,	and	their	experiences	re-integrating	into	the	workforce.		
The	results	suggest	that	there	are	significant	conflicts	and	some	significant	
gender-based	roadblocks	when	it	comes	to	how	these	women	could	successfully	
balance	work	and	family,	issues	that	paid	parental	leave	itself	did	not	appear	to	
be	resolving.	
					The	final	chapter	of	this	thesis	will	now	summarise	these	findings,	and	
consider	the	implications	of	these	for	the	way	these	women	used	parental	leave,	
as	well	as	comparing	their	experiences	with	other	research	on	paid	parental	
leave.		I	will	conclude	by	assessing	the	research	project	as	a	whole	for	its	validity	
and	relevance,	and	offering	suggestions	for	future	research	and	policy	directions.	
	 	
	 130	
Conclusion:	Policy	lessons	from	interviews	and	the	future	of	
New	Zealand	paid	parental	leave	
	
	
This	thesis	has	sought	to	determine	the	impact	of	the	current	New	Zealand	paid	
parental	leave	scheme	on	gender	equity.		In	the	previous	chapter,	I	described	and	
evaluated	the	findings	from	in-depth	qualitative	interviews	with	parents	on	the	
topics	of	paid	parental	leave	and	the	demands	on	parents	of	balancing	career	and	
family.		In	this	chapter,	I	summarise	my	findings	and	compare	the	results	against	
other	scholarly	studies	of	paid	parental	leave	in	New	Zealand.		I	conclude	that	the	
limited	nature	of	current	paid	parental	leave	policy	in	New	Zealand	means	that	
its	impact	on	gender	equity	is	also	limited.		In	light	of	this	finding,	I	examine	the	
proposed	changes	to	paid	parental	leave	currently	before	Parliament	to	
determine	what	impact	they	might	have	on	gender	equity	in	the	workplace.		I	
also	offer	suggestions	for	further	changes	to	the	current	paid	parental	leave	
scheme	that	may	enhance	its	impact	on	gender	equity,	and	some	areas	for	future	
research.	
	
	
1.	Summary	of	findings	and	comparisons	against	previous	studies	
	
The	previous	chapter	outlined	the	results	of	interviews	with	7	women	about	
their	experiences	of	paid	parental	leave.	What	is	notable	about	the	experiences	
they	reported	is	that	it	suggests	that	improving	their	own	gender	equity	
opportunities	and	outcomes	in	paid	work	was	not	an	explicit	or	immediate	
priority	for	most	of	these	participants.		When	it	came	to	making	decisions	about	
balancing	work	and	childcare,	more	pressing	concerns	were	maintaining	family	
finances,	and	the	wellbeing	of	family	members.		Participants	did	touch	on	
gender-related	issues,	particularly	when	it	came	to	society	and	employer’s	
perceptions	of	the	differing	parenting	roles	of	men	and	women,	demonstrating	
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that	gender-based	ideas	about	parenting	are	still	evident	in	New	Zealand.		Many	
of	the	comments	of	participants	suggested	that	wider	social	expectations	often	
made	it	difficult	for	parents	to	successfully	balance	work	and	family,	and	paid	
parental	leave	in	its	current	form	appears	to	have	had	little	impact	on	these	
factors:	
	
“Um,	in	my	experience	none,	it	has	nothing	to	do	with	gender	equality,	it	just	
means	you	can	afford	to	maybe	have	a	baby…”	(Isabelle)	
“I	mean	I	often,	I	laugh	because	when	I	met	my	husband	I	was	earning	
significantly	more	money	than	what	he	was,	and	I’m	only	just	now	getting	up	to	
kind	of	touching	on	where	he	is.		Which	just	pisses	me	off	so	much.”	(Angela)	
“…the	attitude	from	his	work	is	so	different	from	the	attitude	from	my	work.		
They	say	‘can’t	she	do	it?’”	(Elizabeth)	
	
From	the	participants’	responses	it	was	possible	to	note	some	immediate	issues	
about	current	paid	parental	leave	policies,	which	may	impact	on	how	effective	
parental	leave	is	in	promoting	gender	equity	in	the	workplace.	In	particular,	
participants	all	reported	that	the	period	of	leave	was	too	short	to	make	
transferring	leave	to	partners	a	realistic	prospect,	and	their	partners	were	not	
allocated	specific	leave	themselves.		Further,	while	some	employers	were	highly	
supportive	of	their	employees	with	young	children,	this	support	is	not	universal,	
and	individuals	who	shift	organisations	may	find	it	difficult	to	maintain	their	
desired	career	trajectories.		Male	partners	in	particular	often	experienced	
hostility	from	employers	when	it	came	to	taking	time	off	for	childcare-related	
reasons.		Against	these	overall	observations,	my	discussion	turns	now	to	address	
some	specific	questions	raised	in	this	thesis.	
	
1.1	How	do	families	use	parental	leave,	and	how	well	does	it	advance	their	
interests?			
By	far	the	main	priority	for	all	participants	in	the	current	study	and	their	families	
was	the	overall	wellbeing	of	the	family.		Achieving	this	goal	in	the	period	of	
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parental	leave	was	a	balancing	act	for	this	sample	of	women,	who	appeared	to	be	
juggling	three	main	factors:		
• Finances	–	namely,	how	long	the	family	could	afford	to	be	on	a	reduced	
income;	
• Child	health	and	wellbeing	–	the	importance	of	breastfeeding,	bonding	
with	a	new	baby,	and	a	child	being	old	enough	to	go	into	formal	care;	
• Personal	wellbeing	and	mental	health	–	how	much	a	participant	enjoyed	
being	a	full	time	parent,	and	how	important	their	job	and	social	contact	
outside	the	home	was	to	them.		The	impact	of	a	parent’s	personal	mental	
health	on	a	child’s	wellbeing	was	also	considered;	for	example,	some	
participants	felt	it	was	better	for	the	overall	wellbeing	of	their	family	if	
both	parents	were	happy	and	fulfilled,	even	if	this	meant	children	were	in	
full-time	daycare.	
These	factors	were	most	relevant	for	the	women	interviewed	here	and	their	
families	when	it	came	to	determining	the	length	of	parental	leave	taken;	
however,	they	were	also	relevant	for	managing	the	return	to	work,	including	
such	decisions	as	whether	parents	would	work	full-time	or	part-time.	
					The	results	reported	here	reflect	a	small	group	of	professional	women	
working	in	the	insurance	and	human	resources	industries,	and	hence	the	
external	validity	of	this	study	is	limited.		However,	this	‘snapshot’	can	be	
compared	against	that	of	a	wider	quantitative	study	conducted	some	years	ago	
by	the	New	Zealand	Department	of	Labour	(2007).		Participants	in	that	study	
were	asked	to	rank	a	variety	of	factors	on	their	importance	when	it	came	to	
deciding	when	to	return	to	work.		Most	highly	ranked	were	reasons	to	do	with	
child	and	family	wellbeing	–	such	as	bonding	with	a	new	baby,	establishing	
breastfeeding,	and	the	availability	of	childcare.		Financial	and	career-related	
reasons	ranked	less	highly	–	though	more	than	50%	of	participants	still	regarded	
finances	and	maintaining	their	career	as	either	important	or	very	important	
(New	Zealand	Department	of	Labour,	2007,	p.	32).	Participants	in	the	current	
study,	in	contrast,	placed	less	emphasis	on	child	health	and	wellbeing,	and	more	
emphasis	on	financial	reasons,	than	the	participants	in	the	previous	Department	
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of	Labour	study.		The	reasons	for	this	change	in	emphasis	are	not	clear;	it	may	be	
related	to	increased	financial	strain	for	New	Zealand	families	across	the	board	in	
the	several	years	since	the	Department	of	Labour	study	(Ball	&	Ryan,	2013),	
making	it	tougher	for	families	to	cope	on	a	reduced	income	during	the	period	of	
parental	leave.		However,	the	small	size	of	the	current	study,	and	the	resulting	
lack	of	external	validity	of	results,	should	be	restated.	
					The	study	conducted	by	Schmidt	(2014)	on	the	decision-making	processes	of	
first	time	parents	also	offers	valid	comparisons.		There	are	similarities	with	the	
current	study	with	respect	to	how	couples	decided	which	parent	would	stay	
home	in	the	first	months	of	their	child’s	life.		Factors	such	as	breastfeeding,	and	
minimising	loss	of	income	through	the	partner	on	the	higher	income	continuing	
to	work,	were	emphasised	(Schmidt,	2014,	pp.	22-24).		There	is	also	concordance	
in	decisions	around	the	length	of	parental	leave	–	there	is	a	theme	of	balancing	
the	desire	to	stay	home	as	long	as	possible	against	financial	necessities	(Schmidt,	
2014,	p.	25).		However,	there	is	little	mention	of	personal	health	and	wellbeing	in	
Schmidt’s	study	–	only	one	participant	out	of	11	mentioned	her	career	as	a	
motivating	factor	when	determining	the	length	of	parental	leave.		This	may	be	
due	to	the	nature	of	Schmidt’s	study:	participants	were	interviewed	as	couples,	
while	in	the	present	study	all	participants	were	interviewed	alone,	so	they	may	
have	been	more	frank	about	their	own	personal	feelings	and	desires	–	such	as	
not	always	enjoying	being	a	full-time	mother	–	than	if	their	partners	had	been	
present.		The	one	participant	in	Schmidt’s	study	who	did	express	unhappiness	
about	being	a	full-time	mother	had	already	arranged	with	her	partner	that	he	
would	be	the	full-time	carer	after	the	period	of	paid	parental	leave;	thus	it	was	
already	established	that	she	wanted	to	return	to	her	career.		Schmidt’s	study	
participants	were	also	highly	homogenous:	all	participants	were	white,	
heterosexual,	in	a	long-term	relationship	and	earning	over	$100,000	combined.		
The	present	study	had	a	greater	diversity	in	ethnicities,	incomes	and	family	
forms,	which	may	explain	the	greater	diversity	of	responses.	
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1.2	How	do	families	use	the	legislation	to	re-integrate	back	into	the	workforce?	
As	discussed	in	the	previous	chapter,	the	PPLA	itself	does	not	prescribe	re-
integration	into	the	workforce;	instead,	when	and	how	this	occurs	is	left	up	to	
the	discretion	of	the	individual	employer.		If	non-standard	working	
arrangements	are	requested	–	such	as	flexible	hours	or	working	from	home	–	
then	employers	will	be	guided	by	the	‘Employment	Relations	(Flexible	Working	
Arrangements)	Amendment	Act’	2007.	
					The	Department	of	Labour	survey	found	that	only	7%	of	participants	returned	
to	work	on	the	same	hours	and	conditions	prior	to	having	children	(New	Zealand	
Department	of	Labour,	2007,	p.	37).		Similarly,	in	the	present	study,	only	Natalie	
did	not	initially	change	her	work	patterns	after	parental	leave.		The	Department	
of	Labour	study	found	that	while	a	very	small	number	(4%)	worked	longer	
hours,	the	majority	of	changes	were	around	working	fewer	hours	and/or	more	
flexible	hours	(New	Zealand	Department	of	Labour,	2007,	p.	38).		Again	this	
finding	fits	well	with	the	present	study,	with	6	out	of	7	participants	either	
reducing	their	hours,	working	flexible	hours,	or	both	after	returning	from	
parental	leave.			
					The	Department	of	Labour	study	also	reported	that	80%	of	participants	felt	
that	their	employer	had	been	either	supportive	or	very	supportive	of	them	
changing	their	work	patterns	(New	Zealand	Department	of	Labour,	2007,	p.	39).	
This	is	also	reflected	in	the	present	study:	while	some	participants,	notably	
Elizabeth,	did	experience	difficulties,	the	majority	of	participants	had	been	able	
to	change	their	work	patterns	with	little	difficulty,	and	felt	supported	by	their	
employer	in	doing	so.			
	
1.3	What	is	the	lasting	impact	of	paid	parental	leave	on	families	who	have	used	it?	
A	‘lasting	impact’	of	parental	leave	might	take	a	variety	of	forms.		For	example,	a	
‘lasting	impact’	could	be	a	participant	continuing	to	advance	their	career	
successfully	after	returning	from	leave,	suggesting	that	parental	leave	is	helping	
to	minimise	the	career	disruption	of	parents.		The	particular	way	that	a	family	
uses	parental	leave	may	also	impact	on	long-term	parenting	patterns:	for	
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example,	if	parental	leave	is	shared	between	parents	there	may	continue	to	be	a	
greater	than	usual	sharing	between	parents	of	childcare	responsibilities.		
Alternatively,	if	an	individual	takes	only	a	short	period	of	parental	leave	due	to	a	
reluctance	to	remain	out	of	the	paid	workforce	for	long,	they	may	also	be	more	
likely	to	work	longer	hours,	or	full	time,	when	their	children	are	older.		These	
factors	can	also	be	linked	to	one	of	the	key	indicators	of	gender	equity	in	the	
workplace:	namely,	that	individuals	of	both	sexes	are	receiving	the	necessary	
support	and	conditions	of	work	that	enable	them	to	successfully	balance	their	
work	and	family	life.	
					The	availability	of	parental	leave	is	clearly	vitally	important	for	women	being	
able	to	return	to	their	jobs	after	having	children.		Most	participants	did	indeed	
return	to	their	previous	employers	after	giving	birth,	with	the	exception	of	
Elizabeth,	who	was	made	redundant	while	on	parental	leave,	and	Katie,	who	
chose	to	leave	the	paid	workforce	for	a	time.		However,	parental	leave	in	and	of	
itself	is	not	sufficient	to	support	continuity	of	employment,	as	Angela’s	
experience	demonstrated:	although	she	did	initially	return	to	her	pre-childbirth	
job,	the	lack	of	flexibility	and	support	provided	by	her	employers	meant	that	she	
moved	to	another	job	shortly	afterwards.	
					There	were	no	partners	who	shared	parental	leave	in	this	study.		It	would	be	
highly	valuable	in	future	research	to	examine	cases	where	paid	parental	leave	
was	split	between	male	and	female	partners,	to	determine	whether	this	
increased	sharing	impacted	on	the	division	of	childcare	later	on	–	other	studies	
have	suggested	that	this	may	well	be	the	case	(del	Carmen	Huerta	et	al.,	2013;	
Kotsadam	&	Finseraas,	2011).		Katie’s	partner,	the	only	participant’s	partner	
who	acted	as	primary	caregiver	for	their	child,	did	continue	to	undertake	a	
greater	share	of	caregiving	later	on,	and	it	would	be	valuable	to	explore	such	
cases	further.	
					There	is	another	notable	shared	experience	amongst	participants:	namely,	the	
participants	who	had	taken	longer	periods	of	parental	leave	tended	to	be	on	
lower	incomes	at	the	time	of	interview	(at	least	three	years	after	having	their	
first	child),	while	participants	who	had	taken	relatively	short	periods	of	leave	
tended	to	be	on	higher	incomes	(see	figure	5.1).		These	results	find	some	support	
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in	Crichton	(2008),	who	notes	that	paid	parental	leave	recipients	are	more	likely	
to	return	to	work,	and	return	to	work	sooner,	if	they	are	on	a	higher	income:	in	
that	survey,	83%	of	recipients	in	the	highest	income	quartile	returned	to	work	
within	12	months,	while	69%	of	recipients	in	the	lowest	income	quartile	had	
returned	to	work	(Crichton,	2008,	p.	15).		It	should	be	noted	however	that	this	
finding	is	one	of	correlation,	not	causation;	it	may	be	reflective	of	differing	levels	
of	engagement	with	the	workforce,	and	different	career	goals,	that	existed	prior	
to	having	children.		However,	this	finding	also	brings	in	to	question	debates	
about	the	optimal	length	of	parental	leave.		There	is	a	body	of	research	that	
suggests	that	too	long	a	period	of	parental	leave	can	lead	to	disengagement	with	
the	labour	force,	and	negatively	impact	on	future	earnings	(Galtry	&	Callister,	
2005;	Jaumotte,	2004;	OECD,	2011;	Ruhm,	1998).		These	findings	therefore	
suggest	that	extending	the	length	of	parental	leave	may	not	be	the	best	way	to	
redress	gender	equity	in	the	workforce.	
					Paid	parental	leave	did	appear	to	have	a	lasting	impact	on	the	participants	in	
this	study	insofar	as	it	supported	continuity	in	their	careers,	and	potentially	the	
length	of	parental	leave	taken	impacted	on	later	career	goals	(although	the	
reverse	–	that	career	goals	impact	on	the	length	of	parental	leave	taken	–	is	also	a	
possible	scenario).		However,	most	participants	emphasised	that	having	access	
to	flexible	working	conditions	and	a	supportive	employer	had	a	far	greater	
impact	on	their	lives	and	careers	than	did	paid	parental	leave.		The	direct	impact	
of	parental	leave	stops	when	an	employee	returns	to	work,	but	the	impact	of	
their	parental	status	on	their	careers	does	not.		In	order	to	successfully	balance	
paid	work	and	family,	a	supportive	employer	is	needed.		To	reiterate	Caroline’s	
statement	on	this	topic:	
“It’s	about	reducing	the	panic	for	a	female	going	back	into	the	workforce	to	think	
that	they	should	be	at	a	middle	executive	level,	once	they’ve	finished	their	family,	
because	you	just	can’t…yeah,	you	just	can’t	do	it.		You	have	to	rely	on,	you	need,	
you	need	support	and	help,	and	to	do	that	you	need	an	employer	that	will	
support	you,	trust	you,	and	guide	you.”	(Caroline)	
	
	 137	
1.4	Has	paid	parental	leave	helped	to	achieve	greater	gender	equity	in	the	
workplace	for	women	in	New	Zealand?		
As	established	in	chapter	3,	the	predominant	approach	to	parental	leave	in	New	
Zealand	has	been	a	balancing	act	between	the	importance	placed	on	child	
welfare,	the	interests	of	business,	and	political	commitment	to	a	minimal	welfare	
state.		Baird	suggests	that	the	impact	of	a	parental	leave	scheme	on	gender	
equity	will	be	limited	and	uneven	if	a	scheme	is	oriented	towards	such	interests	
(Baird,	2004,	p.	270).		While	the	existence	of	parental	leave	undoubtedly	has	a	
positive	effect	on	gender	equity	–	as	compared	to	having	no	parental	leave	
available	at	all	–	Baird’s	thesis	is	that	in	order	for	women	to	achieve	true	equity	
in	the	workplace,	an	extensive	and	generous	paid	parental	leave	scheme,	
oriented	specifically	towards	redressing	gender	inequities	in	the	labour	market,	
is	required.		While	leave	schemes	that	are	oriented	elsewhere	may	still	have	a	
positive	impact	on	gender	equity,	it	will	not	be	as	extensive.		Has	this	in	fact	been	
the	case	in	New	Zealand?		Specifically,	given	that	New	Zealand’s	paid	parental	
leave	legislation	has	traditionally	focused	on	the	interests	of	child	welfare	and	on	
business,	are	women	still	facing	notable	challenges	in	maintaining	their	desired	
career	trajectories	that	men	do	not,	and	is	there	evidence	that	women	and	men	
face	different	challenges	when	it	comes	to	balancing	work	and	family?	
					The	experiences	of	the	participants	in	this	study	suggest	that	New	Zealand’s	
current	paid	parental	leave	policy	indeed	has	a	limited	impact	on	gender	equity	
in	the	workplace.		Firstly,	participants	do	not	perceive	parental	leave	as	having	a	
direct	impact	on	gender-related	issues	in	their	own	lives.		The	limited	nature	of	
New	Zealand	paid	parental	leave	contributes	to	this	lack	of	impact:	the	limited	
period	of	payments,	and	their	low	amount,	means	that	families	are	constrained	
in	their	choices	when	it	comes	to	deciding	which	parent	will	undertake	primary	
caregiving	of	infants.		It	is	generally	financially	feasible	for	only	one	parent	to	
take	leave,	and	families	have	an	incentive	to	minimise	the	loss	in	the	family	
income	as	much	as	possible,	meaning	that	fathers	are	much	less	likely	to	take	
breaks	from	their	careers	to	care	for	children,	while	women	(whose	average	
salaries	are	below	that	of	men	in	New	Zealand)	are	more	likely	to	take	extended	
breaks.			This	then	acts	to	reinforce	gender-based	patterns	of	childcare,	which	
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results	in	men	and	women	being	unevenly	impacted	by	their	parental	status	in	
the	workplace.	
					But	are	finances	the	whole	story,	or	are	underlying	beliefs	about	gender	roles	
in	society,	and	which	parent	is	‘best	suited’	to	care	for	children,	also	playing	a	
role	in	caregiving	decisions?		There	was	indeed	strong	evidence	from	
participants’	experiences	that	perceptions	of	gender-based	parenting	roles	
persisted	in	New	Zealand	society	and	workplaces,	and	these	ideas	impact	on	how	
childcare	responsibilities	are	shared.		Specifically,	almost	all	male	partners	had	
less	flexibility	than	the	participants	to	balance	childcare	needs	and	work,	which	
resulted	in	mothers	taking	on	the	majority	of	childcare	responsibilities	that	
interfered	with	the	standard	working	day.		Many	participants	mentioned	‘just	
assuming’	that	they,	as	the	mother,	would	take	the	entirety	of	parental	leave,	so	
these	underlying	ideas	about	gendered	parenting	roles	do	appear	to	have	a	
significant	impact	on	how	effective	paid	parental	leave	is	able	to	be	on	resolving	
issues	of	gender	equity.		Finances,	while	undoubtedly	a	significant	factor	in	
parental	leave	decisions,	may	not	be	persuasive	enough	to	reverse	traditional	
gender-based	ideas	about	childcare:	indeed,	while	two	of	the	participants	did	
earn	a	higher	income	than	their	partners,	they	still	took	the	entirety	of	parental	
leave	and	did	not	give	serious	thought	to	the	alternative.		Given	these	factors,	an	
increase	in	parental	leave	payments	may	have	little	impact	on	gender-based	
patterns	of	parental	leave	taking.	
					There	is	also	the	issue	of	the	eligibility	requirements	for	paid	parental	leave	in	
New	Zealand,	and	their	inequitable	outcome.		The	workplace	participation	
requirements	are	biased	towards	women	of	higher	incomes	and	greater	job	
security,	meaning	that	women	with	a	less	formal	connection	to	the	labour	
market	miss	out	on	paid	parental	leave,	despite	often	being	the	most	in	need	of	
the	extra	financial	assistance	(St	John,	2014).		This	was	an	issue	not	fully	
captured	by	the	participants	in	this	study,	as	all	worked	in	professional	
occupations	and	did	not	have	work	patterns	that	might	disqualify	them	from	
paid	parental	leave.		Callister	&	Galtry	suggest	that	such	participation	
requirements	no	longer	make	much	sense	in	New	Zealand’s	increasingly	flexible	
labour	market,	and	most	women	return	to	paid	work	after	having	children	
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regardless	of	whether	they	received	paid	parental	leave	or	not	–	therefore,	there	
is	little	need	to	create	an	incentive	to	maintain	an	attachment	to	the	labour	
market	(Callister	&	Galtry,	2009,	p.	6).			
					Other,	more	quantitative,	data	are	ambivalent	when	it	comes	to	determining	
what	impact,	if	any,	paid	parental	leave	has	had	on	gender	equity	in	New	
Zealand,	and	specifically	whether	the	gender	pay	gap	has	reduced	as	a	result.		
Since	1998,	while	the	gender	pay	gap	has	decreased	overall	(from	16.3%	in	1998	
to	11.8%	in	2015)	it	has	fluctuated	somewhat	in	that	time	period,	and	there	does	
not	appear	to	be	a	significant	drop	after	2002,	when	paid	parental	leave	was	
introduced	(Statistics	New	Zealand,	2014a).		A	closer	examination	of	the	impact	
of	paid	parental	leave	on	the	gender	pay	gap,	and	on	the	earning	patterns	of	
women	in	general,	would	require	a	far	more	wide-reaching	survey	than	the	
current	project.		
					Overall,	however,	it	seems	that	the	limited	nature	of	the	current	New	Zealand	
paid	parental	leave	scheme	is	having	a	correspondingly	limited	impact	on	gender	
equity.	
	
	
2.	Implications	for	future	policy	directions	
	
2.1	Parental	Leave	and	Employment	Protection	(Six	Months'	Paid	Leave	and	Work	
Contact	Hours)	Amendment	Bill		
As	discussed	elsewhere	in	this	thesis,	while	paid	parental	leave	is	currently	a	
prominent	issue	on	the	New	Zealand	political	agenda,	justifications	for	extending	
paid	leave	are	almost	exclusively	framed	in	terms	of	child	wellbeing.		What,	then,	
might	be	the	implications	of	the	current	suggested	policy	on	gender	equity,	in	
light	of	the	results	produced	by	this	thesis?	
					The	proposal	currently	before	Parliament	would	extend	paid	leave	out	to	26	
weeks.		All	participants	interviewed	were,	unsurprisingly,	in	favour	of	such	a	
move	–	it	would	help	to	ease	the	financial	strain	on	families,	and	give	parents	
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more	choice	about	when	to	return	to	work	after	having	children.		However,	it	
would	likely	not	have	much	impact	on	gender	equity	as	compared	to	the	current	
scheme	of	18	weeks’	paid	leave.		As	discussed	above,	the	existence	of	gender-
based	ideas	around	parenting	means	that	an	increase	in	the	duration	and	level	of	
payments	may	not	have	an	impact	on	patterns	of	leave-taking.		The	only	possible	
change	might	be	that	the	longer	period	of	leave	might	make	it	more	feasible	to	
transfer	leave	over	to	partners,	something	that	rarely	occurs	at	present.		But	the	
dominance	of	child	health	and	welfare	themes	in	the	debate	over	this	Bill,	as	
previously	discussed,	means	that	its	impact	on	gender	equity	will	again	likely	be	
limited.	
					The	other	notable	aspect	of	the	current	proposal	is	the	‘keeping	in	touch’	days,	
which	have	since	been	implemented	in	a	more	limited	form	by	the	National	
government.		Elizabeth	in	particular	was	hesitant	about	this,	while	some	other	
participants	were	cautiously	in	favour.		In	theory	they	could	work	well	to	
support	parents’	re-integration	back	into	the	workforce,	and	could	also	help	with	
the	sense	of	social	isolation	that	many	new	parents	feel	(Schmidt,	2014,	pp.	26-
27),	perhaps	enabling	them	to	stay	at	home	for	longer	overall.		However,	the	
implementation	of	such	a	policy	needs	to	be	mindful	that	parents	are	not	being	
pressured	to	come	in	for	these	days.	
					The	likelihood	of	other	changes	to	paid	parental	leave	in	the	future	is	
uncertain.		Returning	to	McAdam	et	al’s	(1996)	social	movement	theory,	there	
appears	to	be	little	political	opportunity	for	a	generous	extension	to	parental	
leave	at	present.		The	National	government	has	not	extended	the	welfare	state,	
and	instead	has	emphasised	flexibility	in	the	workplace.		It	has	been	hostile	to	
any	extension	to	paid	parental	leave	that	would	involve	greater	cost	if	there	is	
not	a	clear	‘need’	(for	example,	the	extension	of	leave	for	parents	of	premature	
babies	was	in	response	to	these	parents’	clear	need	for	additional	time	off	work),	
although	it	has	shown	itself	to	be	receptive	to	gradual	and	incremental	
extensions	to	leave.		There	are	mobilising	groups	that	back	extensions	on	the	
grounds	of	infant	health	–	several	groups	have	got	behind	Labour’s	Bill,	such	as	
26	for	Babies	and	La	Leche	League.		The	framing	processes	used	by	these	groups	
have	centred	around	emphasising	child	welfare.		But	in	this	current	climate,	it	
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does	not	appear	likely	that	anything	other	than	further	incremental	changes	to	
the	length,	amount	and/or	eligibility	for	payments	would	occur.		Gender	equity	is	
simply	absent	from	the	framing	of	the	debate.		The	fragmentation	of	the	New	
Zealand	women’s	movement	has	contributed	to	this	silence.		Consequently,	it	
appears	that	Baird’s	declaration	that	paid	parental	leave	schemes	developed	
without	specific	gender	equity	considerations	will	have	“limited,	uneven	and	
insecure	outcomes”	(Baird,	2004,	p.	270)	for	women	will	continue	to	hold	true	in	
New	Zealand,	especially	considering	the	continued	dominance	of	the	welfare	
orientation	and/or	the	business	orientation	in	the	political	debate.	
	
2.2	Other	suggestions	
Callister	&	Galtry	suggest	that	the	key	question	over	future	policy	changes	for	
paid	parental	leave	is	whether	to	continue	on	the	current	path	of	incremental	
changes,	or	whether	a	radical	new	policy	direction	is	required	(Callister	&	Galtry,	
2011,	p.	69);	additionally,	Baird	states	that	“if	women’s	multiple	roles	and	
economic	interests	are	to	be	properly	recognised,	policy	grounded	in	a	different	
orientation	is	required”	(Baird,	2004,	p.	270).		This	thesis	suggests	that	
incremental	changes	to	paid	parental	leave	in	New	Zealand	–	such	as	further	
extensions	to	the	period	of	paid	leave,	increases	in	payments,	or	changes	to	
eligibility	requirements	–	will	likely	have	a	limited	impact	on	gender	equity.		So	
what	might	a	‘radical	new	policy	direction’	consist	of	–	one	that	departs	from	
New	Zealand’s	traditional	business	and/or	welfare	alignment	with	regards	to	
parental	leave,	and	instead	aligns	itself	more	closely	with	Baird’s	equity	
orientation?	
					Paid	parental	leave	plays	an	important	role	in	gender	equity	in	that	it	ensures	
that	women	are	able	to	return	to	their	jobs	post-childbirth.		But	equally	
important	is	a	supportive	and	flexible	working	environment,	if	working	parents	
are	to	continue	to	advance	their	careers.		Most	participants	in	this	study	worked	
in	a	supportive	environment,	and	said	how	lucky	they	felt	to	do	so:	they	aligned	
their	careers	in	order	to	stay	within	the	organisation,	and	valued	the	trust	that	
their	employers	placed	in	them.		Therefore,	creating	flexible	and	supportive	
working	environments	ought	to	be	a	key	part	of	efforts	to	reduce	the	
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‘motherhood	penalty’.		It	is	also	important	to	ensure	that	both	women	and	men	
have	flexible	and	supportive	employers,	to	reduce	the	burden	that	is	currently	
disproportionately	on	women	to	manage	conflicting	childcare	and	work	
responsibilities.	
					Another	part	of	the	solution	is	education.		While	awareness	of	parental	leave	
provisions	was	good	amongst	the	participants	in	this	study,	because	many	
participants	worked	in	the	human	resources	field,	it	is	probably	not	an	accurate	
representation	of	awareness	about	parental	leave	in	the	general	population.		
Two	participants,	who	did	not	deal	directly	with	parental	leave	as	part	of	their	
jobs,	were	unaware	of	the	amount	of	payments	before	falling	pregnant.		This	
suggests	that	greater	education	in	the	workplace,	both	about	parental	leave	and	
about	how	to	balance	careers	and	families	more	generally,	might	be	
advantageous.	
					A	further	option	is	removing	the	workplace	participation	requirements	from	
paid	parental	leave.		Currently	this	biases	the	legislation	towards	women	of	
higher	incomes,	while	women	with	less	formal	connection	to	the	labour	market	
miss	out.		A	universal	payment	for	new	parents	has	been	suggested	to	change	
this	element	of	‘middle	class	capture’,	as	well	as	helping	to	alleviate	child	poverty	
(Callister	&	Galtry,	2009;	St	John,	2014)	creating	a	more	equitable	outcome	for	
women.	
					The	other	major	potential	policy	direction	is	enabling	more	partners	to	take	
parental	leave.		Additional	provision	for	partners	to	take	parental	leave	is	almost	
entirely	absent	from	the	current	policy	debates,	and	the	current	legislation	is	not	
framed	in	a	way	that	encourages	them	to	do	so	–	consequently,	very	few	do.		
There	is	mixed	evidence	as	to	whether	an	increase	in	partners	and	fathers	taking	
parental	leave	has	a	long-term	effect	on	gender	equity	(Almqvist	&	Duvander,	
2014;	del	Carmen	Huerta	et	al.,	2013;	Ekberg	et	al.,	2013;	Kotsadam	&	Finseraas,	
2011).		However,	the	current	patterns	of	parental	leave-taking	in	New	Zealand	
are	highly	gendered,	and	it	is	possible	that	this	leads	to	an	entrenchment	of	
gender	roles	in	parenting	as	children	grow	older.	
					Currently	partners	are	entitled	to	two	weeks’	unpaid	leave	under	the	PPLA,	
however	this	is	rarely	used;	none	of	the	participants’	partners	in	the	current	
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study	used	it,	preferring	instead	to	use	various	forms	of	paid	leave	in	the	weeks	
after	their	child’s	birth,	and	in	the	Department	of	Labour	study,	only	4%	of	
partners	used	the	unpaid	leave	(New	Zealand	Department	of	Labour,	2007,	p.	
41).		The	most	commonly	cited	reason	for	this	lack	of	uptake	was	that	families	
could	not	afford	the	unpaid	leave.		Thus,	making	the	leave	paid	would	be	a	first	
step	towards	encouraging	partners	and	fathers	to	take	more	leave	when	their	
children	are	young.			
					There	was	considerable	variation	amongst	participants	as	to	what	other	kinds	
of	leave	they	would	have	liked	to	have	available	to	their	partners.		Some	wanted	
the	leave	focused	on	the	post-birth	period,	while	others	wanted	it	available	over	
a	longer	period	of	time	–	for	example,	so	fathers	could	take	time	out	from	paid	
work	a	year	or	so	after	the	child’s	birth.		This	suggests	that	any	form	of	paternity	
leave	should	be	flexible,	to	enable	families	to	arrange	it	to	best	suit	their	own	
circumstances.		A	leave	scheme	such	as	the	United	Kingdom’s,	where	partners	
are	able	to	share	39	weeks	of	paid	leave	between	them	as	they	see	fit	(Sinclair,	
2015)	might	work	well	in	this	instance.			
					However,	as	previously	discussed,	several	participants	in	this	study	
mentioned	the	gendered	nature	of	New	Zealand	parenting.		Almost	all	had	
examples	from	their	own	lives	where	it	was	either	assumed	that,	as	mothers,	
they	should	be	the	ones	to	undertake	primary	care	of	children,	or	had	
experienced	fathers	who	did	undertake	childcare	being	excessively	praised	for	
doing	so,	with	the	implication	that	it	was	something	exceptional	and	out	of	the	
ordinary:	“While	women	become	mothers,	men	still	in	many	cases	choose	how	to	
practice	their	fatherhood.”	(Almqvist	&	Duvander,	2014,	p.	20)		The	implication	
is	that	awarding	families	generous	and	fully	transferrable	paid	parental	leave	–	
while	it	would	undoubtedly	support	families	in	this	financially	precarious	time	–	
may	have	little	impact	on	the	gendered	patterns	of	parenting	that	can	affect	
women’s	participation	in	the	paid	workforce.		It	may	take	a	more	interventionist	
approach	to	alter	these	attitudes.		The	United	Kingdom’s	experience	backs	this	
up	–	a	year	after	the	introduction	of	extended	shared	leave	in	the	United	
Kingdom,	few	fathers	appear	to	be	taking	up	the	leave	(Osborne,	2016).		There	is	
additional	evidence	that	in	most	countries	where	leave	is	allocated	on	a	family	
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basis	–	i.e.	its	use	is	not	limited	to	one	parent	but	can	be	freely	transferred	
between	them	–	fathers’	uptake	of	leave	is	low	(Moss,	2015,	p.	42).		With	regards	
to	the	non-use	of	the	two	weeks	of	unpaid	leave	in	the	PPLA,	while	the	financial	
strain	on	young	families	should	not	be	underestimated,	it	also	raises	the	question	
of	why	families	find	it	so	hard	to	justify	partners	taking	two	weeks	of	unpaid	
leave,	while	mothers	frequently	take	far	more	than	this.		Even	accounting	for	
income	discrepancies	between	partners,	it	suggests	gender-based	ideas	of	
parenting	may	be	playing	a	role	in	this	decision.	
					So	what	policy	changes	might	help	to	alter	these	gender-based	attitudes?		It	
appears	that	something	targeted	specifically	at	fathers	would	be	needed.		This	
could	take	the	form	of	targeted	paternity	leave,	such	as	the	Swedish	‘daddy	
months’.		Where	such	a	policy	is	introduced,	a	significant	rise	in	uptake	of	
parental	leave	by	fathers	has	been	observed	in	a	number	of	countries	(Moss,	
2015,	pp.	43-45).		However,	childcare	responsibilities	do	not	end	after	parental	
leave;	there	needs	to	be	greater	flexibility	provided	for	men	in	the	workplace	as	
well	as	women,	to	ensure	that	the	demands	of	balancing	work	and	childcare	do	
not	fall	unduly	on	women.		A	few	participants	mentioned	the	difficulty	in	
partners	in	traditionally	male-dominated	industries,	such	as	construction,	taking	
time	off	for	family	responsibilities,	and	a	change	in	attitudes	in	these	fields	is	
needed.		In	countries	where	data	is	available	on	parental	leave	take-up	levels	
between	genders,	fathers	are	more	likely	to	take	leave	if	they	and	their	partners	
are	higher	educated,	and	they	work	in	a	female-dominated	field	or	in	the	public	
sector	(Moss,	2015,	p.	45).	
					Targeted	paternity	leave	should	not	be	seen	as	a	magic	bullet	for	the	
‘motherhood	penalty’	in	the	New	Zealand	workforce.		Even	in	family–friendly	
Sweden,	where	targeted	leave	has	been	in	place	since	1995,	there	is	still	a	gender	
pay	gap	(OECD,	2012,	p.	150),	and	mothers	still	take	more	leave	than	fathers	
(Moss,	2015,	p.	43).		However,	if	a	radical	new	policy	direction	is	sought,	targeted	
paternity	leave	appears	to	hold	the	most	potential,	and	would	likely	significantly	
enhance	paid	parental	leave	policies	in	New	Zealand.	
					However,	the	likelihood	of	such	a	change	occurring	is	uncertain.		As	discussed	
previously,	paternity	leave	is	a	topic	that	is	simply	absent	from	the	New	Zealand	
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debate,	and	gender	equity	is	not	a	prominent	‘problem’.		This	absence	is	likely	
due	to	the	low	political	profile	of	the	New	Zealand	women’s	movement,	and	the	
movement’s	consequent	lack	of	engagement	with	political	institutions.		But	why	
the	movement	has	such	a	low	profile	in	New	Zealand	is	another	question	
entirely.		
	
	
3.	Research	evaluation		
	
The	aim	of	this	thesis	was	to	explore	the	purpose	and	impact	of	PPL.		Because	
participants	were	not	randomly	sampled,	the	chief	limitation	was	the	limited	
number	and	scope	of	participants	–	only	seven	participants	were	used,	all	drawn	
from	professional	fields	of	work.		While	inevitable	due	to	the	relatively	small	
scope	of	a	master’s	thesis,	a	greater	number	of	participants	would	have	produced	
a	greater	range	of	responses	and	experiences,	which	would	add	depth	and	
richness	to	the	data.		For	example,	it	would	have	been	valuable	to	consider	the	
experiences	of	women	from	a	wider	range	of	workplaces,	or	a	parent	who	chose	
not	to	return	to	the	paid	workforce	after	having	children;	it	would	also	have	been	
useful	to	consider	the	experiences	of	fathers,	particularly	those	who	had	been	
primary	caregivers	of	their	children.		Furthermore,	the	small	number	of	my	
participants	means	that,	while	I	have	taken	steps	to	ensure	the	validity	of	my	
findings,	they	cannot	be	extrapolated	to	the	New	Zealand	population	at	large.	
					The	professional	nature	of	my	participants,	and	that	all	were	engaged	in	
permanent	employment,	should	also	be	noted.		The	impact	that	paid	parental	
leave	has	on	the	lives	of	families	with	two	parents	in	stable	employment	will	be	
very	different	to	the	impact	it	has	on	families	in	more	precarious	employment	
situations,	or	the	impact	that	ineligibility	for	paid	parental	leave	can	have.		
Hence,	my	thesis	did	not	fully	address	these	issues	of	‘middle	class	capture’,	and	
the	extent	to	which	paid	parental	leave,	or	lack	thereof,	can	impact	on	child	
poverty	in	New	Zealand.	
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					However,	despite	these	inevitable	limitations,	qualitative	research	was	
particularly	valuable	in	this	context,	as	I	was	seeking	to	understand	the	
individual	experiences	and	motivations	of	parents	who	have	taken	parental	
leave.		Using	a	semi-structured	interview	format,	and	generally	keeping	my	
approach	quite	casual	and	conversational,	worked	well	in	this	context:	it	enabled	
me	to	develop	a	rapport	with	the	participants	that	meant	they	felt	comfortable	
talking	about	subjects	such	as	difficulties	they’d	had	with	their	employer	or	
struggles	with	being	a	full-time	parent.		It	also	allowed	me	the	flexibility	to	tailor	
my	questions	further	during	the	course	of	interviews:	for	example,	if	an	issue	
that	I	had	not	previously	considered	was	mentioned	by	one	participant	as	being	
very	important	to	them,	I	would	ask	future	participants	about	that	issue	as	well.	
					This	research	is	unique	in	the	New	Zealand	context	as	a	qualitative	study	on	
the	impact	of	paid	parental	leave	on	gender	equity	in	the	workplace	has	not	
previously	been	done	(previous	studies	have	touched	on	the	issue	(New	Zealand	
Department	of	Labour,	2007;	Schmidt,	2014)	but	have	not	focused	on	it).		
Coming	at	a	time	when	paid	parental	leave	is	subject	to	much	political	debate	has	
made	it	a	timely	and	highly	relevant	piece	of	research.	
	
	
4.	Areas	for	future	research	
	
The	importance	of	a	flexible	and	supportive	workplace	when	it	comes	to	helping	
women	continue	their	careers	after	having	children	was	a	recurrent	theme	in	my	
interviews.		There	is	already	considerable	research	being	done	in	this	area	in	
New	Zealand,	particularly	with	respect	to	the	‘Employment	Relations	(Flexible	
Working	Arrangements)	Amendment	Act’	2007	(Donnelly	et	al.,	2012;	Masselot,	
2011;	New	Zealand	Department	of	Labour,	2011)	and	it	may	be	the	most	fruitful	
area	for	further	research	when	it	comes	to	determining	how	the	‘motherhood	
penalty’	might	be	reduced	in	the	New	Zealand	context.		Another	area	for	further	
research	could	be	looking	at	fatherhood	in	the	New	Zealand	context:	several	
participants	touched	on	how	they	felt	father’s	roles	were	perceived,	both	in	the	
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workplace	and	in	society	at	large,	and	a	more	detailed	examination	of	this	issue	
might	shed	light	on	how	best	to	encourage	men	to	take	more	parental	leave,	if	
that	is	the	goal.		Another	valuable	approach	would	have	been	to	examine	a	
selection	of	workplaces	in	depth,	in	order	to	determine	whether	a	workplace’s	
approach	to	paid	parental	leave	has	long-term	consequences	for	the	gender	
equity	within	the	organisation.			
	
	
Conclusion	
	
The	existence	of	parental	leave	is	crucial	to	promoting	gender	equity	in	the	
workforce.		It	enables	women	to	take	time	out	from	work	to	care	for	young	
infants,	while	protecting	their	jobs.		If	leave	is	paid	it	also	helps	to	prevent	
parents	being	forced	to	return	to	work	earlier	than	they	would	wish	in	order	to	
support	their	families.		However,	what	is	less	clear	is	the	extent	to	which	paid	
parental	leave	acts	to	support	gender	equity	in	the	New	Zealand	context:	is	the	
current,	relatively	limited,	legislation	having	an	impact,	or	could	more	be	done	to	
attempt	to	reduce	the	‘motherhood	penalty’	in	the	workplace?		Do	parents	feel	it	
has	supported	them	to	make	the	parenting	choices	that	are	best	for	their	family,	
and	how	has	it	worked	to	enable	them	to	continue	their	careers?			
					My	research	found	that	the	participants	interviewed	felt	that	paid	parental	
leave,	in	and	of	itself,	had	a	mixed	impact	on	their	lives.		All	valued	the	weeks	of	
payments	that	were	available,	helping	to	ease	the	financial	strain	on	young	
families,	and	the	employment	security	that	parental	leave	offers.		However,	the	
limited	amount	and	duration	of	payments	meant	that	many	participants	
returned	to	work	earlier	than	they	would	have	liked	due	to	financial	constraints.		
After	returning	to	work,	having	a	flexible	and	supportive	employer	was	vitally	
important	for	participants	when	it	came	to	continuing	careers.		Ultimately,	it	was	
their	continuing	parenting	responsibilities	and	the	challenge	of	combining	them	
with	paid	work	that	participants	felt	had	the	greatest	impact	on	their	own	
quality	of	life.		Furthermore,	despite	attempts	to	make	the	New	Zealand	paid	
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parental	leave	legislation	more	gender	neutral,	the	interviews	with	these	women	
suggests	there	was	still	a	clear	division	of	leave-taking	along	gender	lines	
amongst	all	respondents,	a	pattern	that	was	reported	to	continue	in	parenting	as	
children	grew	older	and	participants	returned	to	work.		
					Overall,	while	the	existence	of	paid	parental	leave	in	New	Zealand	is	
undoubtedly	valuable	when	it	comes	to	easing	the	financial	strain	on	young	
families,	and	allowing	parents	to	bond	with	their	infants	and	establish	
breastfeeding,	the	women	interviewed	in	this	study	were	less	confident	about	
the	impact	of	the	policy	on	wider	aspects	of	gender	equity	in	the	workplace,	
chiefly	due	to	the	limited	nature	of	the	scheme	itself.		These	experiences	support	
my	wider	findings	from	a	review	of	the	literature,	that	increasing	the	payments,	
their	duration	and	widening	the	eligibility	requirements	would	be	a	first	step	
towards	having	a	more	significant	impact	on	gender	equity.		Furthermore,	
encouraging	more	flexible	working	patterns	would	also	significantly	help	to	
support	parents’	career	trajectories.		However,	the	persistence	of	gender-based	
norms	and	expectations	around	the	division	of	unpaid	parenting	work	in	New	
Zealand	may	mean	that	the	impact	of	paid	parental	leave	on	resolving	wider	
gender	equity	problems	is	limited.	The	experiences	reported	by	the	participants	
suggest	that	gender-based	patterns	of	leave-taking	are	likely	to	remain	
unchanged	by	gradual	extensions	to	paid	leave	provision	alone.		Workplace	
support	which	is	flexible	and	available	for	both	parents,	together	with	reform	to	
the	paid	parental	leave	legislation	so	as	to	support	more	males	taking	parental	
leave	–	perhaps	in	the	form	of	exclusive	partner’s	leave	–	may	help,	however.	
This	study	suggests	that	paid	parental	leave	was	important	for	these	women,	but	
more	needs	to	be	done	to	create	a	more	equitable	division	of	childcare	
responsibilities	throughout	New	Zealand	children’s	lives.	
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Appendix	1:	Participant	information	sheet	
	
Department	of	Political	Science	and	International	Relations	
Email:	mandy.stratford@pg.canterbury.ac.nz	
[Date]		
	
Paid	Parental	Leave	and	Gender	Equity	in	New	Zealand	
Information	Sheet	for	research	participants	
	
My	name	is	Mandy	Stratford	and	I	am	currently	enrolled	in	a	Master	of	Arts	at	
the	University	of	Canterbury.		My	research	involves	looking	at	New	Zealand’s	
paid	parental	leave	system	and	how	well	it’s	working.		I	am	particularly	
interested	in	how	it	affects	gender	equity:	for	example,	how	well	paid	parental	
leave	works	to	support	women	to	continue	their	careers	after	having	a	child,	and	
what	effect	it	has	on	how	parents	balance	work	and	childcare	responsibilities.		As	
part	of	this	I	plan	to	interview	parents	who	have	received	parental	leave	about	
their	experiences.	
	
Your	involvement	in	this	project	will	be	undertaking	an	interview	with	me	of	
approximately	1	hour	duration.		It	will	cover	topics	such	as	how	you	manage	
childcare	responsibilities,	your	experiences	returning	to	work	after	receiving	
parental	leave,	and	how	you	feel	parental	leave	has,	or	has	not,	supported	you	to	
make	the	best	choices	for	you	and	your	family.		I	will	record	our	interview	to	
ensure	that	your	responses	are	accurately	captured.		I	will	also	ask	you	to	fill	out	
a	confidential	questionnaire	containing	some	personal	details,	including	age,	
employment	history	and	income.		Ideally	the	interview	will	take	place	in	a	public	
place,	such	as	a	café;	however	if	this	will	be	difficult	for	you,	I	am	happy	to	work	
with	you	to	find	an	alternative	venue.		
	
Due	to	the	emotionally	involved	nature	of	parenting,	there	is	a	chance	you	may	
find	some	of	the	questions	stressful	or	emotional.		I	will	do	my	best	to	remain	
sensitive	to	your	feelings	throughout	the	interview,	and	at	any	time	you	can	ask	
for	the	interview,	including	the	recording,	to	be	stopped	and	your	responses	
withdrawn.	
	
As	a	follow-up	to	this	investigation,	I	will	send	you	a	copy	of	your	interview	
transcript	to	ensure	that	you	are	happy	that	it	accurately	captures	your	
responses	and	you	are	comfortable	with	it	being	used	as	part	of	my	research.		
	
You	may	receive	a	copy	of	the	project	results	by	contacting	the	researcher	at	the	
conclusion	of	the	project.		
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Participation	is	voluntary	and	you	have	the	right	to	withdraw	at	any	stage	prior	
to	publication	of	the	project	without	penalty.	If	you	withdraw,	I	will	remove	all	
information	relating	to	you	from	the	project.		I	anticipate	the	deadline	for	
withdrawal	from	the	project	being	1	March.	
	
The	results	of	the	project	may	be	published,	but	you	may	be	assured	of	the	
complete	confidentiality	of	data	gathered	in	this	investigation:	your	identity	will	
not	be	made	public	without	your	prior	consent.	To	ensure	anonymity	and	
confidentiality,	only	myself	and	my	academic	supervisors	will	have	access	to	the	
data,	which	will	be	securely	stored	in	password-protected	files.		No	real	names,	
places	of	work,	or	any	other	identifying	information	will	be	used	in	any	report	of	
my	research	findings	without	your	prior	consent.		The	data,	including	your	
interview	transcript	and	personal	questionnaire,	will	be	securely	stored	for	five	
years,	after	which	it	will	be	destroyed.		A	thesis	is	a	public	document	and	will	be	
available	through	the	UC	Library.		
	
The	project	is	being	carried	out	as	a	requirement	for	a	Master	of	Arts	in	Political	
Science	by	Mandy	Stratford,	under	the	supervision	of	Bronwyn	Hayward,	who	
can	be	contacted	at	bronwyn.hayward@canterbury.ac.nz.	She	will	be	pleased	to	
discuss	any	concerns	you	may	have	about	participation	in	the	project.		
	
This	project	has	been	reviewed	and	approved	by	the	University	of	Canterbury	
Human	Ethics	Committee,	and	participants	should	address	any	complaints	to	
The	Chair,	Human	Ethics	Committee,	University	of	Canterbury,	Private	Bag	4800,	
Christchurch	(human-ethics@canterbury.ac.nz).		
	
If	you	agree	to	participate	in	the	study,	you	are	asked	to	complete	the	consent	
form	and	return	it	to	me	via	my	email:	mandy.stratford@pg.canterbury.ac.nz.		
Please	feel	free	to	contact	me	if	you	have	any	questions	at	all	prior	to	completing	
the	form.	
	
	
Kind	regards	
Mandy	Stratford	
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Appendix	2:	Participant	consent	form	
	
Department	of	Political	Science	and	International	Relations	
Email:	mandy.stratford@pg.canterbury.ac.nz		
	
	
Paid	Parental	Leave	and	Gender	Equity	in	New	Zealand	
Consent	Form	for	research	participants	
	
Please	read	through	carefully	and	check	off	each	point	to	confirm	you	have	read	
and	understood	it.	
	
☐ I	have	been	given	a	full	explanation	of	this	project	and	have	had	the	
opportunity	to	ask	questions.		
	
☐ I	understand	what	is	required	of	me	if	I	agree	to	take	part	in	the	research.		
	
☐ I	understand	that	participation	is	voluntary	and	I	may	withdraw	at	any	time	
without	penalty.	Withdrawal	of	participation	will	also	include	the	withdrawal	of	
any	information	I	have	provided	should	this	remain	practically	achievable.		
	
☐ I	understand	that	the	research	may	involve	questions	that	I	find	emotionally	
stressful,	due	to	the	nature	of	the	topic.		I	have	the	right	to	request	the	interview	
be	paused	or	stopped	completely	at	any	time	if	I	am	uncomfortable.	
	
☐ I	understand	that	any	information	or	opinions	I	provide	will	be	kept	
confidential	to	the	researcher,	Mandy	Stratford,	and	her	academic	supervisor	
Bronwyn	Hayward,	and	that	any	published	or	reported	results	will	not	identify	
the	participants	or	their	places	of	work.	
	
☐ I	understand	that	a	thesis	is	a	public	document	and	will	be	available	through	
the	UC	Library.	
	
☐ I	understand	that	all	data	collected	for	the	study	will	be	kept	in	locked	and	
secure	facilities	and/or	in	password	protected	electronic	form	and	will	be	
destroyed	after	five	years.		
	
☐ I	understand	the	risks	associated	with	taking	part	and	how	they	will	be	
managed.		
	
☐ I	understand	that	I	am	able	to	receive	a	report	on	the	findings	of	the	study	by	
contacting	the	researcher	at	the	conclusion	of	the	project.		
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☐ I	understand	that	I	can	contact	the	researcher	Mandy	Stratford	
mandy.stratford@pg.canterbury.ac.nz	or	her	supervisor	Bronwyn	Hayward	
bronwyn.hayward@canterbury.ac.nz	ph.	+64	21	2727069	for	further	
information.	If	I	have	any	complaints,	I	can	contact	the	Chair	of	the	University	of	
Canterbury	Human	Ethics	Committee,	Private	Bag	4800,	Christchurch	(human-
ethics@canterbury.ac.nz)		
	
☐ (Optional)	I	would	like	to	receive	a	copy	of	the	final	research	project.	
	
By	signing	below,	I	agree	to	participate	in	this	research	project.		
	
	
	
Signature:	
	
	
	
Name:	
	
Date:	
	
	
	
Please	return	this	consent	form	to	me	prior	to	your	interview,	either	by	scanning	
and	emailing	it	to	me	or	by	giving	it	to	me	when	we	meet	for	your	interview.	
	
Please	email	me	if	you	have	any	questions	at	all	relating	to	the	research.	
	
	
Kind	regards	
Mandy	Stratford	
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Appendix	3:	Participant	Questionnaire	
	
Please	leave	blank	any	questions	you	do	not	wish	to	answer.		This	questionnaire	is	
entirely	confidential	and	will	be	stored	securely.		No	identifying	information	will	be	used	
in	the	final	report	of	results.	
	
	
Personal	info	
	
Name:	_____________________________________________________________________________________	
	
Date	of	birth:	_____________________________________________________________________________	
	
Address:	__________________________________________________________________________________	
	
Email:	_____________________________________________________________________________________	
	
Ethnicity:	_________________________________________________________________________________	
	
Employment	information	
	
1.	Current	employment	status	(circle	one):	
	Working	full	time//working	part	time//on	parental	leave	
	
	
2.	How	long	have	you	been	with	your	current	employer?	
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3.	Have	you	changed	employers	since	having	your	first	child?		
	
	
	
4.	How	many	parental	leave	periods	have	you	taken	(i.e.	how	many	children	have	you	
had)?	______________________________________________________________________________________________	
	
5.	What	was	your	approximate	annual	income	BEFORE	taking	your	first	period	of	
parental	leave?	(circle	one)	
$0-$20,000//$20,000-$40,000//$40,000-$60,000//$60,000-$80,000	//$80,000+	
	
6.	What	is	your	CURRENT	approximate	annual	income?	(circle	one)	
$0-$20,000//$20,000-$40,000//$40,000-$60,000//$60,000-$80,000	//$80,000+	
	
7.	Are	you	employed	via	a:	(circle	one)	
Permanent	full	time	contract//permanent	part	time	contract//casual	contract	
	
8.	Do	you	have	any	flexible	working	arrangements	with	your	employer	(e.g.	variable	
start	or	finish	times,	working	from	home)	–	please	list.	___________________________________	
	
__________________________________________________________________________________________________	
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Appendix	4:	Interview	questions	and	talking	points	
 
1. Tell	me	about	your	experiences	in	the	first	few	months	of	your	
child’s	life.	
• Can	you	briefly	tell	me	about	the	first	year	or	so	of	your	child’s	life	–	
things	like	when	you	left	work,	when	you	returned	to	work,	how	you	and	
your	partner	managed	
	
2. What	drove	your	decisions	about	childcare	in	the	first	few	months	of	
your	child’s	life?		E.g.	was	it	based	on	financial	factors,	availability	of	
leave	from	employers,	ability	of	family/partners	to	help	with	
childcare	etc.	
• Before	getting	pregnant,	what	were	your	plans	around	managing	having	
children	and	working?		Had	you	thought	about	it	at	all?		Was	it	something	
you	only	seriously	considered	when	you	were	pregnant?	
• What	kinds	of	discussions	did	you	and	your	partner	have	around	
childcare	and	taking	time	off	work	prior	to	having	children?		Did	you	
make	conscious	decisions	or	were	there	assumptions?	
• How	aware	were	you	of	the	paid	parental	leave	provisions?		Did	your	
employer	provide	you	with	sufficient	information	or	did	you	have	to	hunt	
it	out	yourself?	
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• What	kinds	of	experiences	did	you	have	in	the	workplace	once	you	
announced	you	were	pregnant?		How	supportive	were	colleagues/your	
employer?		Do	you	feel	you	were	treated	any	differently?	
• Did	you	discuss	at	all	the	possibility	of	your	partner	being	the	primary	
caregiver	for	some/all	of	this	time?		Why/why	not?	
• What	would	you	say	was	the	main	factor	behind	you/your	partner’s	
decision	to	take	the	majority	of	the	leave?	
	
3. What	were	your	experiences	in	the	workplace	when	you	returned	
from	parental	leave?		How	do	you	feel	your	parental	status	affects	
your	work	performance	and	opportunities?	
• What	were	the	main	reasons	behind	your	decision	to	return	to	work	
when	you	did?	
• How	did	you	feel	about	returning	to	work	when	you	did?		Do	you	feel	you	
had	enough	time	off?	
• Did	you	keep	in	touch	with	work	at	all	while	you	were	gone?		Did	your	
employer	encourage	this?	
• If	you	altered	your	work	patterns,	how	was	this	decided	on?		Describe	the	
negotiation	process.		How	supportive	was	your	employer?	
• Have	your	career	goals	changed	since	having	a	child?		Why/why	not?	
• What	would	you	say	was	the	biggest	challenge	about	returning	to	work?	
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4. What	drives	your	choices	about	how	to	manage	childcare	
responsibilities	that	affect	your	work	(e.g.	what	happens	when	your	
child	is	sick,	or	needs	to	be	picked	up	early)?	
• If	you	work	part	time/flexible	hours,	what	were	the	reasons	for	this?	
• Does	your	partner	have	a	similar	arrangement?		Why/why	not?	
• Who	is	more	likely	to	take	time	off	work	to	care	for	children	–	because	
they’re	sick,	during	school	holidays,	other	unexpected	events?		Why	do	
you	think	this	is?		Is	it	because	one	partner’s	employer	is	more	
accommodating,	or	because	one	partner	is	‘better’	at	looking	after	them?	
• How	happy	are	you	with	these	arrangements?		Do	you	feel	you	had	
freedom	of	choice,	or	were	you	forced	into	it	by	factors	beyond	your	
control?	(e.g.	partner	has	an	inflexible	employer,	or	significantly	higher	
income)	
	
5. If	paid	paternal	leave	was	introduced,	how	likely	do	you	think	it	is	
that	fathers/partners	would	take	it	up	–	both	in	your	own	personal	
situation	and	more	generally?		Why?	
• The	Swedish	model:	they	have	390	days	of	leave	in	total,	60	days	reserved	
for	each	parent	and	the	rest	can	be	shared	–	how	well	do	you	think	
something	like	that	would	work	in	New	Zealand?	
• Would	you/your	partner	take	it	up	if	it	was	available?	Why/why	not?	
• What	do	you	think	about	the	perception	of	fathers’	roles	in	New	Zealand?	
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6. To	what	extent	do	you	feel	you	have	been	able	to	make	the	childcare	
and	employment	choices	that	best	suit	your	family?		What	policy-
related	changes	would	you	like	to	see	to	help	you?	
• Would	you	&	your	partner	have	preferred	that	they	be	the	one	to	be	the	
primary	caregiver	in	the	early	months	of	your	child’s	life,	but	you	weren’t	
able	to	make	this	work	for	your	family?	
• Would	you	like	to	have	had:	
• longer	paid	leave		
• higher	payments	
• more	unpaid	leave	
• more	contact	with	work	while	you	were	on	leave	–	e.g.	‘keeping	in	touch’	
days	
• How	far	do	you	think	paid	parental	leave	goes	to	help	fix	the	gender	
inequality	that	can	result	from	having	children?		What	would	have	helped	
for	you?
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